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FOREWORD 


In the name of God, the Most Compassionate, the Most Merciful. 


Sound understanding of the Quran requires some knowledge about 
general aspects of its verses before the seeker of this knowledge 
embarks on any attempt for exegesis (tafsir), that is, explanation of the 
contents of the Quran. This general knowledge is the subject of a 
profound and long-lasting discipline called the “Quranic sciences,” 
which developed simultaneously with the development of exegesis in 
the very early stages of the revelation. 

The term “Quranic sciences” might be somewhat misleading, as it 
may be understood to indicate the science-related topics discussed in 
the Quran. It is reported from Abū Bakr ibn al-‘Arabi (d. 543/1148) that 
he believed that 77,450 different branches of science have been 
discussed in the Ouran.! It is not certain how one is to verify this 
number of sciences, however, what is certain is that these are not the 
type of sciences that we mean here by the term “Quranic sciences”. 
What we mean here are the qualities, attributes, aspects, or themes 
which could be attached to the Quran as a whole or to certain groups 
of its verses before discussing their contents. Hence we may include in 
these sciences the process of revelation, its beginning, its quality, and 
its duration; the collection of the Quran and the time it was compiled 
in written form; the inimitable nature of its verses; the opening and the 
ending of its chapters and their order and continuity; concepts which 
determine the type of the verse like abrogation, restrictedness, 
ambiguity and clarity, generality and particularity; discussions related 
to different modes of recitation of the Quran; and so forth. — 

As the process of revelation was brought to an end by the demise of 
the Prophet 5, obviously some Companions stood out against others 
in their knowledge of the Quran and its exegesis. The scholars of this 
field agree that only ten of the Companions had reliable and scholarly 
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knowledge of exegesis among whom four assumed the leading and 
uncontested position in their scholarship. These were ‘Ali b. Abi Talib, 
Ubayy b. Kab, ‘Abdullah b. Mas‘ud and ‘Abdullah b. ‘Abbas. However, 
it is well documented that the three latter scholars deferred to ‘Ali’s 
superiority in all and every aspect of this field. It goes without question 
that the deepest concepts of exegesis and the most difficult aspects of 
the Quranic sciences were expounded by ‘Ali as it is reported in several 
of his teachings and statements. The following is an example of a 
statement which alludes to different concepts upon which the Quranic 
sciences were based and built during the centuries to come. 
[The Prophet 4 left] the Book of your Lord with you; he clarified [for you] its 
permissions and prohibitions, its obligations and meritorious options, its 
repealing verses and its repealed cases, its discretional verdicts and its decisive 
edicts, its particular and its general rulings, its lessons and illustrations, its 


qualified and unqualified [statements], its definite and indefinite verses, detailing 
its abbreviations and clarifying its obscurities. 


In it there are some verses the knowledge of which is obligatory as a covenant 
and others the ignorance of which is allowed for the servant. It also contains 
obligations which are established in the Book but its repeal is known from the 
sunna; and what is obligatory to take in the sunna but the leave is granted to 
abandon it in the Book; and what is obligatory in its time but not so in the 
future.2 


Al-Hāfiz ibn Ugda (d. 333/944) has reported a whole volume from 
‘Ali on Quranic sciences in which he has referred to sixty different 
aspects of the verses of the Quran in different contexts. Multiple 
examples are provided for each and every aspect. This existence of the 
book is reported through Ja‘far al-Sadiq (d. 148/760) who before 
reporting those aspects warns his followers regarding ignorance of 
such knowledge saying 

He has no knowledge of the Quran who cannot distinguish in the Book of God 

between the abrogating and the abrogated [verse], nor between general and 

particular, and definite and indefinite, and permissions and obligations, and 

Meccan [what is revealed in Mecca] and Medinan [what is revealed in Medina], 


and the causes of revelation, and the verses which refer to the knowledge of 


decree and measure [gadā” and qadar], and those in which there is precedence 
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[tagdīm] and deferment |ta khir], and what belongs to the beginning [ibtida] and 
belongs to the ending [intiha”, and question and answer, and disjunction [gat] 
and conjunction | wash, and the general term from which an exclusion is made 
[al-mustathna minh]? 

It is unfortunate that despite the great knowledge of “Ali in this field 
and the huge contribution of the Prophet's 24 household in this regard, 
most books written on the topic have chosen to ignore or to diminish 
their role and their scholarly knowledge which helped develop and 
advance this science. It is therefore with great pleasure that we see that 
Abbas and Masuma Jaffer have taken a new approach in this field and 
have provided us with a textbook which has paid due attention to the 
contribution of the Prophet's $$ household and have critically 
analysed some concepts and areas in these sciences which have been 
traditionally taken for granted. This groundbreaking approach in the 
related literature written in the English language has added value to 
the well researched and beautifully presented contents of their work. 
Their new approach will certainly pave the way for new avenues of 
research in this field and will open new windows to students of this 
subjects which were previously neglected. 

In the field of the Quranic sciences written contributions can 
generally be divided into four categories. 

1. The books which are dedicated to one particular aspect of the 
Quranic sciences like the science of recitation, the science of 
abrogation, the miraculous nature of the Quran, or the definite 


and indefinite verses. 


2. The books which cover a collection of selected topics on the 


aforementioned sciences. 


3. Contributions like A/-Burhān of Al-Zarkashi and AJ-/tgan of Al- 
Suyüti, which have attempted to cover all topics of the Quranic 


sciences. 


4. Introductions to the books of exegesis in which the exegetes have 
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tried to give a summary of the Quranic sciences as a necessary 
prelude to their exegesis, like what we find in the introduction to 
Majma’ al-Bayan. 

The present book fits into the second of the four categories above. It 
covers the most important areas of the Quranic sciences and leaves out 
only those parts which are beyond the grasp of an average 
undergraduate student. The selection of the topics and the arrangement 
of their order are done in such a way as to make the text follow a 
logical sequence and to flow in a harmonious order. I am sure that 
students of the Quranic sciences will find the present book useful and 
that scholars will find it inspiring. 


Mohammad Saeed Bahmanpour 
London, 12 June 2008 


NOTES 


1 Al-Zurqani, Manahil al-Trfan fi Ulam al-Quran, Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Arabi, 1415, 
vol. 1, p. 16. 

? Nahj al-Balagha, sermon 1. 

3 Sayyid Muhsin Al-Amin, A yan al-Shia, Beirut: Dar al-Ta'aruf, n.d., vol. 1, p. 91. 


PREFACE 


In the name of God, the Most Compassionate, the Most Merciful. All Praise 
belongs to God, the Sustainer of the Worlds. And may His blessings flow 
abundantly to his last Messenger, Muhammad 2§ and his progeny and his 
righteous companions. 


The idea for this book came to us when we were ourselves studying 
ulüm al-Quran, or Quranic sciences, at the Islamic College in 2002. At 
the time, we were struck by the paucity of material available about 
Quranic sciences in English, especially texts that reflected the vast 
contribution of Shia scholars and exegetes in this field. It seemed that 
the authors of the existing English books on “u/am al-Quran — such as 
Von Denffer and Yasir Qadhi - were unaware of, or had chosen to 
ignore, this rich corpus of literature in their works. At that time, we 
resolved to write a more balanced account, one that was representative 
of all the Muslim scholars who have worked in the field of Quranic 
studies and exegesis. 

First and foremost we must thank God, for having given us the 
strength and perseverance to complete this project, much of which was 
completed during a sabbatical year in Qom. We would like to thank 
our colleagues and teachers, both at the Islamic College and in Qom, 
for their continuous support and helpful suggestions. A special 
mention is due to Dr M S Bahmanpour, for his painstaking and patient 
reading of the text and we are indebted to him for his valuable input to 
the final draft. 

As always, we thank our three precious children, Shaahid Hasan, 
Tahira Mahdiyya and Mujtaba Husain, for their patience and 
indulgence while their parents debated points of ‘u/iim al-Quran at the 
oddest of moments. In the end, we would like to thank each other for 
what we hope the reader will find to be a fruitful collaboration. 


AJ&MJ 
London, September 2006 


THE QUR'ANIC SCIENCES 


he Prophet £& presented the Quran as his miracle and it was the 

cornerstone of his mission. As a result, Muslims have always 

tried to adhere to its teachings and scholars have dedicated 
their whole lives to better understand its timeless messages. 

In addition to studying the text itself, scholars have meticulously 
examined other aspects of this Divine book, such as the history of its 
compilation, the features of its composition and the details of its verses. 
Over time, this study has evolved into a separate branch of Quranic 
studies — known as the Quranic sciences, or u/üm a/-Ouran — which is 
distinct from the exegesis, or fafsir, of the Quran. 

Being familiar with the Quranic sciences is an indispensable 
prelude to exegesis; indeed, many exegetes have begun their exegeses 
with a brief treatment of its main topics. However, for the English 
reader wishing to embark on a comprehensive study of u/ūm al- 
Quran, there are relatively few sources to refer to, especially those 


written by Muslims themselves. Some useful works are: 


e "Ulum al-Quran: Introduction to the Sciences of the Quran, by 
Ahmad von Denffer, The Islamic Foundation, 1994. 


e An Introduction to the Sciences of the Quraan, by Abu Ammaar 
Yasir Qadhi, Al-Hidaayah Publishing and Distribution, 1999. 


e An Approach to the Quranic Sciences, by Mufti Muhammad Tagi 
Usmani, Darul Ishaat, 2000. 
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e Introducing the Quran: How to Study and Understand the Quran, 
by Dr Hasanuddin Ahmed, Goodword Books, 2004. 


While the authors of these books have done a commendable work in 
presenting the salient aspects of this science to English readers, they 
have largely or completely ignored the enormous and important 
contribution of past and contemporary Shīa exegetes and researchers 
in this field, such as Tabrisi, Ma'rifat and Tabātabāī. Amongst other 
things, this book attempts to redress the balance, so that the reader may 
benefit from important material that has hitherto largely only been 


available in Arabic and Persian. 


1.1 - DEFINITIONS AND SCOPE OF STUDY 


The study of the Quran can be broadly divided into two aspects: a 
study of information about the Quran, and a study of the information 
derived from the Quran. When we look at Quranic sciences or u/ūm 
al-Quran, we are concerned with the former, that is, the topics to do 
with information about the Quran. The scholars have defined these 
topics in different ways. For example, Zarkashi mentions 47 topics,! 
while Al-Suyūti lists 80.? In general, the subject matter covered by the 
discipline of u/ūm al-Quran includes the following: 


THE GENERAL DETAILS OF THE QUR'AN 


e The names of the Quran 
e The arrangement and number of chapters and verses in the Quran 


e Theunconnected letters at the beginning of some chapters (al-hurüf 
al-mugatta āt) 


e The abrogated and the abrogating verses (a/-nāsikh wa al- 
mansükh) 
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THE HISTORY OF THE QUR'AN 


Revelation (wahy) and the descent (tanzi/) of the Quran 

The occasions of revelation (asbāb a/-nuzūl) 

The Meccan (Makki) and Medinan (Madani) revelations 

The period and order of the revelation of the Quran 

The collection and compilation of the Quran (jam ‘ al-Quran) 
The scribes of the Quran 

The unification of its codices 


The orthography of the Quranic text 


THE RECITATION OF THE QUR'AN 


The etiquette of reciting the Quran 
The science of pronunciation (tajwid) 
The variant readings the Quran (girāa) 
The reasons for the variant readings 


The blessings and reward for reciting the Quran 


THE MIRACLE OF THE QUR'AN 


The protection of the Quran from alteration (tahrif) 
The inimitability (7jaz) of the Quran 

The eloquence of the Quran (Pa/agha) 

Lofty and timeless concepts mentioned in the Quran 
Coherence and consistency in the Quran 


True predictions about the future contained in the Quran 
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1.2 - MAJOR WORKS IN THE QUR’ANIC 
SCIENCES 


During the lifetime of the Prophet ¡$z, he was the focus and reference 
for all the information about the Quran. The companions learned from 
him, and in turn taught others. After his demise, the most able source 
of the commentary and knowledge of the Quran was “Ali b. Abi Talib.3 
Other companions also became specialists in the field, notably 
“Abdullah b. al-“Abbás. 

Towards the end of the first century of hijra, Muslim scholars began 
to produce written works on a variety of subjects, including the Qur’an. 
Usually, they would write a tract on just one aspect or science of the 
Quran. In early works, exegesis (tafsū), was also considered as one of 
the sciences of the Quran. Some of the early scholars who wrote on the 


Quranic sciences are mentioned in the following sub-sections.* 


FIRST CENTURY AFTER HIJRA 


Marrifat writes that the first person who wrote a treatise on an aspect of 
the Quranic sciences was Yahya b. Yamar, (d. 89/707).5 He was a 
student of Abū al-Aswad al-Dw'ali, and wrote a book on the art of 
reciting the Quran, which mentioned the different readings prevailing 
at his time. Several other works are mentioned in the texts, but none of 
them remain extant, including a work by Hasan al-Basri (d. 110/728), 
who wrote a book describing the qualities of the verses in the Ouran. 


SECOND CENTURY 


e ‘Ata’ b. Muslim al-Khurasani (d. 135/752) wrote the first book about 
the abrogated and abrogating verses. 


e Abān b. Taghlab (d. 141/758) wrote on the recital and meaning of 
uncommon words in the Quran. 
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Muhammad b. Saab al-Kalbi (d. 146/763) wrote the first book on 
the ordinances (ahkam) of the Quran. 


Magātil b. Sulayman (d. 150/767) wrote the first work on the 
indefinite verses of the Quran. 


THIRD CENTURY 


Yahya b. Ziyad - famously known as Al-Farrā' (d. 207/822) wrote a 
work on the lexical meanings of words and terms used in the 


Quran. 


Abū Ubayda Mu‘ammar b. al-Muthannā (d. 209/824) wrote the 
first book on the inimitable nature (ifāz) of the Quran. 


Abū Muhammad ‘Abdallah b. Muslim (Ibn Qutayba) (d. 276/889) 
wrote several treatises on various aspects of u/ūm al-Quran. 


Muhammad b. Junaid (d. 281/903) wrote a treatise on the parables 
of the Quran. 


FOURTH CENTURY 


Muhammad b. Yazid al-Wasiti (d. 309/921) wrote on the inimitable 
and miraculous nature of the Quran. 


Abū Bakr b. Abi Dawid al-Sajistani (d. 321/933) wrote “Al 
Masahif”, about the codices of the Quran, amongst many other 


works. 
Muhammad b. Ya'gūb al-Kulayni (d. 329/940) wrote about the 
distinctions (fadail) of the Quran. 


Aba Ja‘far Ahmad b. Muhammad al-Nahhas (d. 338/949) wrote a 
book about the additions of vowels and other diacritical marks to 
the Quranic text. 


In his A/-Fihrist Ton al-Nadim records that there were over 100 
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end of the fourth century. These comprised approximately: 
a) 45 books on exegesis (fafsir) 
b) over 20 books on rhetoric (ma áni al-Quran) 
C) 6 books on terminology (/ughāt al-Quran) 
d) more than 20 books on recitation (girāa) 
e) 6 books on orthography (a/-nugat wa al-shakl li] Quran) 
f) 10 books on the indefinite verses (mutashabih al-Quran) 


g) 18 books on abrogation (a/-nasikh al-Quran wa mansūkhahu) 


FIFTH CENTURY ONWARDS 


From the fifth century onwards, there was a great proliferation of 
works about the Quran. The two most important works from this 
period are: 


1. A/-Burhān fi Ulam al-Qur'an by the 8' century scholar, Badr al-Din 
Muhammad b. ‘Abdallah b. Bahadur al-Zarkashi (d. 794/1391). He was 
among the prominent scholars of the eighth century. He was born in 
Egypt in the year 745/1344. He taught jurisprudence and issued 
verdicts according to the Shāfi'ī school of thought. His book discusses 
47 different disciplines of Quranic sciences. 


2. Al-ltgán fi "Ulūm al-Quran by the 9 century scholar, Jalal al-Din 
‘Abd al-Rahmān al-Suyūtī (d. 911/1505). He was born in Egypt, in the 
year 849/1445. He possessed mastery over all the narrative sciences, 
Quranic commentary, and other Islamic disciplines and left behind 
many valuable works to his credit. Presently, this work represents one 
of the most comprehensive and complete treatises on Quranic sciences 
that is at the disposal of research scholars. 

For a long time after A/-/tgan, no major work on ulúm al-Quran 


appeared. However, from the last century onwards, several important 
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works have been written, some of which are: 


The introduction to the exegesis, A/a a/-Rahmàn, by Muhammad 
Jawad Balaghi (d. 1352/1933). This is a well-researched work that 
covers the main topics of the Quranic sciences and dispels many 
false notions and criticisms about the Quran. 


Manāhil al-Trfan fi Ulam al-Quran, by Muhammad ‘Abd al-‘Azim 
al-Zarkani. This book is the recommended textbook for the study of 
the Quranic sciences at the al-Azhar University. 


Mabahith fi Ulam al-Quran, by Dr Subhi al-Salih. This is a brief 
study of some important topics in the Quranic sciences by this 
Lebanese scholar. 


Tarikh al-Quran, by Abú ‘Abdallah Zanjani. 


Al-Bayān ff Tafsir al-Quran, by Abū al-Oāsim al-Khūī. In the 
introduction of this incomplete exegesis, there is a useful 
discussion on several topics of the Quranic sciences by this 
distinguished scholar. 


Quran dar Islam, by Muhammad Husain al-Tabātabāī. A brief 
summary of the main topics of the Quranic sciences by the eminent 
exegete and philosopher, and author of the important commentary, 
Al-Mizan. 


Al-Tamhid fi *Ulüm al-Quran, by Muhammad Hadi Ma'rifat. An 
encyclopaedic work, spanning 7 volumes by a contemporary 


scholar. 


Majaz Ulam al-Qur'an, by Dr Dawid al-“Attar. 


In addition to specialist books, all the canonical collections of traditions, 


both Sunni and Shi‘a, also contain important material about many 


aspects of the Quranic sciences. 
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NOTES 


1 Badr al-Din Zarkashī, A/-Burhān fi Ulam al-Quran, vol. 1, p. 102. 

2 Jalal al-Din Al-Suyūti, A/-/tqan fi Ulam al-Quran, vol. 1, p. 20. 

3 Al-Itgán, vol. 2, p. 87; A/-Burhān, vol. 2, p. 157. 

4 For an exhaustive account of these scholars and their works, see Muhammad Hadi 
Marifat, Ulūm-e Qurani, pp. 8 - 14. 

5 Vlūm-e Qurani, p. 8. 

6 Ibn al-Nadīm, A/-Fihrist, p. 52 - 59. 


THE QUR'AN 


he Noble Quran is the final and most comprehensive revelation 

from Almighty God. It was transmitted to mankind through the 

Prophet Muhammad f£ - the last of His prophets - over a 
period of 23 years. 

The Quran is unique amongst the heavenly-revealed books in that it 
has been faithfully preserved since its revelation in the 7 century CE. 
For the Muslims, it represents a link between man and his Creator, a 
book of guidance and wisdom in the form of laws, admonitions, 
parables, and rational arguments. About this great bounty and blessing 
of mankind, God says: 


ota: A EN az t pī. 
UJ T5 PE y Ahoy E Ge > 


A A AT. 
(Dos 3293 sua allá 
O mankind! There has indeed come to you an admonition from your Lord and a healing 
for what is in the breasts and a guidance and a mercy for the believers. (Yūnus, 10:57) 


2.1 - THE STATUS OF THE QUR’AN 


The lofty status of the Quran is evident from the multitude of 
narrations that mention its excellences, the merits for reciting its verses 
and pondering over their meaning, and the reward for teaching it to 
others. Some of these narrations, all from the Prophet fX, are 
reproduced below: 
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1. The eminence of the Ouran over other speech is like the eminence 


of God over His creatures.! 


2. The best amongst you are those who learn the Quran and teach it 


to others.? 


3. To the one who is intimate with the Ouran, it will be said, “Recite, 
and ascend! And recite it the way you recited it in the world, 
because your station in the hereafter is equal to the verses you were 


familiar with.” 


4. The simile of a person who has nothing of the Quran in his heart is 
that of a house that lies in ruins.* 


5. When you desire for God to converse directly with you, recite the 
Quran.5 


6. Whoever listens attentively when the Quran is recited is rewarded 
two-fold and every verse a person recites with care is manifested as 
a light that guides him on the day of judgement.® 


2.2 - THE LANGUAGE OF THE QUR'AN 


Speech and the use of language are the easiest way to communicate 
ideas and concepts. The use of speech is integral to man's existence, 
and stems from God's mercy: 


€ qi ou ale a Ge cora deem Sf 
The Beneficent. Taught the Quran. He created man. Taught him the mode of expression. 
(Al-Rahman, 55:1-4) 
For the purpose of guidance, the communication from God had to be in 
a language and words that the people could understand. Thus, each 


Prophet 23 brought the Divine message in the language of his own 
people: 
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ie 
e oc TEAM Lu 4¢ M SUR 
€ za Ced LL NJ dr o UL > 
And We did not send any messenger but with the language of his people, 
so that he might explain to them clearly. ... (Ibrahim, 14:4) 
The Quran was sent down to the people of Arabia and so was revealed 
in plain and lucid Arabic: 
ds oe „4 TĀ c M. ES 
¿O o as NS thee ap) 
Indeed We have revealed it an Arabic Quran - that you may understand. (Yüsuf, 12:2) 


Its message was clear, it did not speak in riddles: 


mi ss eb ab Cos Uic 
An Arabic Quran without any M that they may guard (against evil). 
(Al-Zumar, 39:28) 
of course, the depth of an individual's understanding and appreciation 
of the Divine speech would depend on his intellectual and spiritual 
capacity and preparedness, as is evident from the following Quranic 
parable: 


A E 2l ^ cor ES zat 
4 LS às oos O MARA ME 
He sends down water from the cloud, then watercourses flow (with water) 
according to their measure.... (Al-Ra'd, 13:17 ) 


2.3 - ETYMOLOGY OF "QUR'AN" 


There are several opinions about the etymology of the word "Quran". 
Tabari (d. 310/922) writes that it is derived from qaraa, which means 
“to read”; as the verbal noun, Quran would thus mean “the reading”. 

Al-‘Ash‘ ari (d. 324/935) said that the word Qur'an was from the root 
qarana which means "to combine" or "to associate". Thus, the Quran 
was so named because it is formed from the combination of chapters.’ 

Al-Shafii (d. 204/819) held the view that the word Quran, just like 
Tawrat or Injil, was a proper noun that was not derived from any word, 
and denoted the speech of God.® 
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Al-Fara' writes that the Quran derives from garātn, meaning "to 

resemble”. Thus, it is called the Quran because its verses resemble one 

another in eloquence. (According to these three definitions, "Quran" is 


pronounced as “Quran”, that is, without the hamza). 


In the Quran itself, the word “Quran” refers to the revelation from 
God in the broad sense and is not always restricted to mean a book, as 


the following verse indicates. 


ch 244 DIT EAT Be ka GET - ata 
E RE 
And We reveal of the Quran that which is a healing and a mercy to the believers. 
(Al-Isrā, 17:82) 


Lastly, the word "Quran" refers only to God's revelation to Prophet 
Muhammad £8. 


2.4 - THE NAMES OF THE QUR'AN 


The Quran has referred to itself by five names, which are: ? 


1. QUR'AN 


This name is mentioned 58 times, and is the most common name for the 
Divine revelation, both in the Hadith literature as well as amongst the 
Muslims. Examples of the usage of this name are as follows: 


=D GAS Vv 
Indeed it is an honoured Quran. (Al-Wāgj'a, 56:77) 
and, 


- 22€ 5 Wd Tou - dre EN 48 
€ em! del Sa aio a otra) i 15 > 
5o when you recite the Quran, seek refuge with God from the accursed Satan. 
(Al-Nahl, 16:98) 
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2. FURQAN (CRITERION) 


This name is mentioned 7 times. Out of these, twice the name refers to 
the Tawrātand the rest of the time to the Quran itself, for example: 


mu :: Nat uu uae icc rue cof cic 
ED Cela OSI outs Ye Ola! US sāli 355 > 
Blessed is He Who sent down the Furgan upon His servant that he may be a warner to 
the nations. (Al-Furgan, 25:1) 


This word is derived from /araqa - to distinguish or to separate. And 
indeed, the Quran is the criterion between truth and falsehood. 
Another meaning is the ability to discern truth and falsehood, as in the 
verse: 


£423 AT ea P sac - E At. 
¿Lu J£ dil 185 of nis Kresli GA 
O you who believe! If you are careful of (your duty to) God, He will grant you furqan. 
(Al-Anfal, 8:29) 


3. KITAB (BOOK) 


This name occurs approximately 250 times in the Quran, in most cases 
referring to the Quran itself. Examples are: 


kā z Py 71 s P r E 2 < 2X 
¿ON he 4 Lg Y casei ése JI» 
Alif Lam Mim. This Book, there is no doubt in it, is a guide to those who guard 
(against evil) (Al-Baqara, 2:1-2) 


and, 
4 Eois P TIE S 
¿O pe ls ea eI cals b ply 


Alif Lam Ra. These are the verses of the Book and (of) a Quran that makes (things) clear. 
(Al-Hijr, 15:1) 


4. DHIKR (REMEMBRANCE, NARRATIVE) 


This name occurs 55 times in the Quran, and in many of these cases, it 
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refers to the Quran, for example: 


a Aue ees D. duca qi dd 
LO bhat AJ by Fall Wp ye GI? 
Surely We have revealed the Reminder and We will most surely be its guardian. 
(Al-Hijr, 15:9) 


and, 


2 £65 


¿Dis A EA 1 > 


And this is a blessed Reminder which We have revealed; will you then deny it? 
(Al-Anbiyā, 21:50) 


The term refers to the fact that the Quran frequently reminds about 
man’s duties and responsibilities.10 


5. TANZIL (REVELATION) 


This is the verbal noun of the verb nazzala; the term means to send 
down, signifying the descent of an object from a higher place to a lower 
place. Zanjani considers this as a name of the Quran also.!! This name 
with all of its derivatives is used in the Ouran in 146 verses. 


Examples are: 


Re po eR ju 
And most surely this is a revelation from the Lord of the worlds. (Al-Shu'ara, 26:192) 


and 


€ Ds JI i dd 


A revelation from the Beneficent, the Merciful Lord. (Fussilat, 41:2) 


Al-Suyūtī lists 55 adjectives or descriptive names of the Quran.!? Some 
are mentioned below. All of these are derived from the verses of the 
Quran itself. 


Quran, Kitab, Furgán, Dhikr, Tanzil, Karim, Nar, Hadi, Rahmah, 
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Mubin, Mubarak, Marfü', ‘Ali, Hikmah, Hakim, Mutahharah, 
Sirat, Qawl, Fasl, Naba , Ahsan al-hadith, Mathani, Mutashabih, 
Rüh Wahy, ‘Arabi, Basair, Suhuf Bayan, "Im, Haq, 
Mukarramah, ‘Ajab, Tadhkirah, ‘Urwat al-wuthga, Sidq, ‘Ad! 
Amr, Munādi, Bushra, Majid, Bashir, Nadhir, ‘Aziz, Balagh, 
Qasas. 13 


The names and descriptions of the Quran highlight different facets of 
the Divine message. 


2.5 - DIVISIONS OF THE TEXT OF THE QUR'AN 
AND THEIR SIGNIFICANCE 


The primary division of the Quranic text is into verses and 
chapters. There are 114 chapters in the Quran and, depending 
on the method of calculation, 6,236 verses. Verses and chapters 
are discussed in greater length in Chapter 6. 

The text of the Quran has also been apportioned, by the earlier 
scholars, into parts and sections. These divisions, mentioned below, did 
not exist at the time of the Prophet 242, and serve no other function 


than to facilitate and ease the regular reading of the Qur’an. 


1. PART (JUZ?) 


Juz’ literally means part, or portion. The Quran has been divided by 
the Muslim scholars into 30 parts of approximately equal length for 
easy recitation during the 30 days of a month (especially during the 
month of Ramadan). The juz’ is further divided into 4 parts of almost 
equal length. This last division is popular amongst Muslims in the 


Indian sub-continent. 


2. PLACE OF HALTING (MANZIL) 


For the convenience of people who wish to complete the entire recital 
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of the Quran in a week, the text was divided into 7 portions of almost 
equal length. Each portion is known as a hizb (portion) or manzil (halt). 


The Quranic scholar Hamza al-Zayyat (d. 156/772) has described the 


details of these divisions:!? 

e First manzil: 4 chapters; Al-Fatiha (Ch. 1) to Al-Nisa' (Ch. 4); 

e Second manzil: 5 chapters; Al-Mā'ida (Ch. 5) to Al-Tawba (Ch. 9); 
e Third manzil: 7 chapters; Yünus (Ch. 10) to Al-Nahl (Ch. 16); 

e Fourth manzil: 9 chapters; Al-Isrā' (Ch. 17) to Al-Furqan (Ch. 25); 
e Fifth manzil: 11 chapters; Al-Shü'ara"(Ch. 26) to Ya Sin (Ch. 36); 

e Sixth manzil: 13 chapters; Al-Saffat (Ch, 37) to Al-Hujurat (Ch. 49); 
e Seventh manzil: 65 chapters; Qaf (Ch. 50) to Al-Nas (Ch. 114). 


Thus, 4, 5, 7, 9, 11, 13, and 65 chapters are grouped together 
respectively. 


3. SECTION (RUKŪ') 


The chapters are also divided into sections or paragraphs called ruki”. 
Each rukū' comprises a number of verses which generally discuss one 
theme, and which can be conveniently recited in ritual prayer (sa/at). In 
fact, this division is named rukū' because after its recitation in the sa/at, 
one proceeds to the bowing or ruki position. 

The section breaks are indicated by the letter ain (E) with numbers 
placed above it, in the body of it and below it. The number at the top 
indicates the number of rukü' in that specific chapter. The middle 
number indicates the number of verses in that rukū: And the number 
at the bottom indicates the number of rukū' in that specific juz? In the 
Indian subcontinent, the Quran contains 558 rukū. The rukū' is 


always coterminous with a chapter, but not necessarily with the juz? 
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26T HEVVERŠSES OF PROSTRATION 


There are several verses of the Quran that speak about prostration. Of 
these verses, the recitation of four of them necessitates prostration to 
God by the reciter, and anyone who hears the recital. These four verses 
are Al-Sajda, 32:15, Fussilat; 41:38, Al-Najm, 53:62; and Al-Alag, 96:19. 
After the recitation of any of a further ten verses, prostration is 
mustahab, or recommended. These verses are Al-A'raf, 7:206; Al-Rad, 
13:15; Al-Nahl, 16:50; Al-Isra, 17:109; Maryam, 19:58; Al-Hajj, 22:18;16 
Al-Furgān, 25:60; Al-Naml, 27:26; Sad, 38:24; and Al-Inshiqaq, 84:21. 


2.7 - "FOREIGN" WORDS IN THE QUR'AN 


In his A/-/tgàn, Al-Suyüti has a chapter entitled “foreign vocabulary", 
in which he lists 118 foreign words, from 11 languages other than 
Arabic. In some instances, he attributes a word to more than one 
language and sometimes he mentions that the word is foreign, but does 
not say where it derives from. 

Typically the words designated as "foreign" are those with obscure 
or barren roots, or morphological features regarded as irregular and 
not of Arabic origin by early grammarians. Some common examples of 
foreign or loan-words that are commonly cited are: 


FROM PERSIAN 


Akwab (cup, vessel) in 56:18; abārīg (goblets) also in 56:18, istabrag 
(silk brocade) in 44:53; tannūr (furnace) in 11:40; sijil (solidified 
clay;derived from sang wa gil) in 105:4; surádig (curtains) in 18:29; 
jizya (tax) 9:29; sirāj (lamp) in 71:16; firdaws (paradise) in 23:11 etc.; 
maqálid (treasures) in 39:63; kafar (camphor) in 76:5; misk (musk) in 
83:26; yaqút (rubies) in 55:58. 
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FROM HEBREW 


Jahannam (Hebrew gehenna; a name for hell) in 2:206, etc.; hiftatun 
(forgiveness) in 2:58; ba fr (camel-load) in 12:65; Shaytan (Satan) in 2:36, 


etc.; manna wa salwā (manna and quails) in 2:57. 


FROM ABYSSINIAN 


Arak (throne) in 36:52, etc.; awwab (turning to God) in 38:19, etc.; jzbt 
(idols) in 4:51; hawāriyyūn (disciples of Īsā 22%) in 61:14; zarābiyy 
(carpets) in 88:16; sakar (intoxication) in 16:67. 


FROM ARAMAIC 


Rabb (Lord) in 1:1, etc.; zakat (alms) in 2:43, etc.; sagar (a name for hell) 
in 54:48, etc.; tūbā (bliss) in 13:29; gist (justice) in 3:18, etc.; malakút 
(kingdom) in 6:75, etc.; yamm (sea) in 7:136, etc. 


FROM GREEK 


Injil (Bible) in 3:3; /blis (Satan) in 2:34, etc.; sirāt (road) 1:6, etc.; zanjabil 
(a drink in heaven) in 76:17; gistās (weighing scales) in 17:35; galam 
(pen) in 68:1; gintār (hundredweight of gold or silver) in 3:75, etc. 


FROM COPTIC 


Batain (inner coverings) in 55:54; rahw (furrow) in 44:24; safara 
(scribes) in 80:15; sayyid (husband) in 12:25. 


The important thing to realise is that every language absorbs words 
and concepts from other languages; and Arabic is no exception, 
especially given the trading nature of the Arabs, who travelled to 
different lands for business. Of course, if the root or origin of a 
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particular Arabic or Quranic word is found in another language, it 
does not make that word any less Arabic as a result. 

The very fact that the Arabs understood clearly the language of the 
Qur'an shows that these words had long been assimilated into Arabic. 
The Quran is therefore pure and clear Arabic; as it says, if this were not 
so, the Arabs would be the first to protest about it: 


te 
4 


ie MA AA 
fs tal: ia Ys ts 33 
And if We had made it a Quran in a foreign tongue, they would certainly have said: Why 
have not its communications been made clear? What! A foreign (tongue) and an Arab 
(messenger)! 
(Fussilat, 41:44) 


NOTES 


1 Mizan al-Hikma, condensed edition, no. 5108. 

2 Bukhari, Sahih, vol. 6, bk. 61, no 545. 

3 Mīzān al-Hikma, condensed edition, no. 5170. 

4 Ibid., no. 5176. 

5 Ibid., no. 5184. 

6 Ibid., no. 5204. 

7 ALItqan, vol. 1, p. 181. 

8 Lisān al-‘Arab, under the entry for garaa; Al-Itgān, vol. 1, p. 50. 
9 Tabrisi, "Introduction to Tafsir Majma'al-Bayan" , vol. 1, p. 14. 
10 Thid. 

1 Zanjani, Manahil al-Trtān, vol. 1, p. 15. 

12 ALItgān, vol. 1, p. 86. 

13 See Appendix 2 for the verses that mention these names. 

14 Also called para in the Indian sub-continent 

15 See Dr Hasanuddin Ahmed, An Introduction to the Science of the Quran, Ch. 1. 
16 According to Al-Shafi'i, and the Shia, 22:77 also. 


REVELATION (WAHY) 


od has guided His creation to attain perfection through two 

forms of guidance. Both these forms of guidance are referred 

to in the Quran as wahy. The first form, which is common to 
the whole of creation, is known as “intuitive guidance” (a/-hidayat al- 
takwiniyya), and is concerned with the laws of nature that govern 
inanimate objects and the natural instinct of animate beings. The 
Quran states: 


aaa Dārta EC. ge ane 
(Osu sāls 5 oho S (basi Call 5 > 
Our Lord is He Who gave to everything its creation, then guided it. (Tā-Hā, 20:50) 


Some examples of intuitive guidance, appear below, illustrating God's 


guidance or inspiration to inanimate objects, animals and humans. 


TO THE EARTH 


On that day, it ja the earth] shall relate its news, because your Lord had inspired it. 
(Al-Zilzal, 99:4,5) 


TO THE BEE 
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A 
tO: Opija ag 
And your Lord revealed to the bee saying, “Make hives in the mountains and in the trees 
and in what they [men] build.” (A\-Nahl, 16:68) 


TO MANKIND 


€ le GAOT MS Lar lll ds al Y 
Then set your face upright for religion sincerely — (this is) God's pattern 
in which He has made men. (Al-Rúm, 30:30) 
This last verse refers to the natural instinct, or fitra, that exists in every 
human being, and through which he intuitively knows and 
comprehends certain truths. 

The second form of guidance that God provides is an external form, 
usually through His messengers and Divine books. This guidance, 
which is reserved for sentient creatures, like mankind and the jínn, is 
referred to as “legislative guidance" (a/-hidayat al-tashri'iyya). This 
form of guidance is necessary because, while man instinctively knows 
good from evil, he does not know the full consequences of his conduct. 
He needs a goal to aim for and a model to base his life on. This is the 
role of a Prophet 2. The Quran states: 


Colds pis gd y Lot di? 


(Do Els dh ŠĪ J rs 
O Prophet! Indeed, We have sent you as a witness, and as a bearer of good news and as a 
warner, and as one inviting to God by His permission, and as a light-giving torch. 
(Al-Ahzab, 33:45,46) 

As far as legislative guidance is concerned, from the first day that 
man walked on earth, God has never left the earth empty of His 
representative, who would be a witness to the deeds of men, and a 
bearer of God’s knowledge. In this manner, reportedly 124,000 
prophets * were sent in all, jointly and successively, many of them 


bringing Divine books or tracts. The final and most complete message 
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sent by God was through the noblest and last of His prophets, 
Muhammad #%. He brought a comprehensive religion, and the 


cornerstone of his teachings was the Quran. 


3.1 - REVELATION IN QUR'ANIC 
TERMINOLOGY 


The Quran itself refers to the nature in which it was revealed, through 


the Prophet £z, by several terms: 


1. SENDING DOWN (INZĀL, TANZIL) 


These terms have been used numerously in the Quran. Usually, inzal 
refers to the instantaneous sending down of the Quran; 


(O Ei 
We have indeed revealed (anzalnahu) this [Quran] in the Night of Decree. (Al-Qadr, 97:1) 
while the term tanzū refers to the gradual revelation of the Quran that 
occurred over the course of the Prophet's # mission: 


5 
24-24 G Ē 


€ ¿AE dl oU eus > 
That is because God has revealed (nazzala) the Book with Truth. (Al-Bagara, 2:176) 


However, this is not always the case, because the two terms have been 
used interchangeably: 


de 
oe iM ee ae Mee ue ER 
€ dy le ade JAY sg) gg > 
And they say, “Why is a sign not sent (unzila) to him from his Lord?”. (Yūnus, 10:20) 
" Bee rt) A a 
€ 25 ois ale gg Sli hy > 
And they say, “Why has a sign not been sent (nuzzila) down to him from his Lord?” 
(Al-An' ām, 6:37) 


The better distinction between the two terms is that inza/ refers to the 
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sending down of the Quran, either instantaneously or gradually, in 
single verses or whole passages, while tanzil refers to the constant 
revelation of the verses of the Quran.! 


2. INFUSION (IZOĀ? TALAQQT) 


The term //qà' means to infuse and talaggī means to receive, and 
therefore in the Quran, the terms refer to the infusion of guidance into 
the Prophet's $ heart, and the receiving of this guidance by him. The 
following are two examples: 


db Sus Valle gts b> 
We will infuse vm you with a weighty word. (Al-Muzzammil, 73:5) 
¿De ys a Lal ol > 


And indeed, you are made to receive (latulaqqa) the Quran from the Wise, the all- 
Knowing. (Al-Naml, 27:6) 


3. READING OR RECITAL (Q/RA’A, TILAWA) 


The term girāa has been used 4 times in the Quran, for example: 


gg O (ss 5 Sb BC A : » 
We will make you read (sanuqri'uka) so you shall not forget. (A1-A'la, 87:6) 


While the term filawa has been used 6 times in the Quran, for example: 


>. co, Sua R (RS Pos GOES, 
GB La] Sod &bls Gs le Us VES abl col Ab » 
These are the communications of God, We recite them (natlūhā) to you with truth; for 
indeed, you are [one] of the messengers. (Al-Bagara, 2:252) 
Both terms mean reading or recital. However, while girāa can mean 
reading any text, filawa is usually confined to reading Divine 


scriptures. 
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4. MEASURED RECITAL (TARTIL) 


This term refers to the recital of the words of the Quran separately, and 
in a measured style, so that it has an effect on the hearts of the 
listeners.? It has been used in the Quran to describe both the style of 
revelation, as well as the recommended style of recital: 


de 
Z PS Cpe, Ee A eT. 
IOW 4353. 18% e EDI y 
Thus, We may strengthen your heart by it; and We have recited iton you in a measured 
recital. (wa rattalnahu tartila). (Al-Furgān, 25:32) 


2 E 92 , 
1O Sus oat > 


And recite (rattil) the Quran in a measured recital (tartila). (Al-Muzzammil, 73:4) 


5. BESTOWAL (ITYAN, ITA’) 


These terms, meaning "granting" or "bestowing", have been used 10 
times in the Quran. The following two examples illustrate the use of 
both derivatives: 


5 Las. 492 LED E dees > a POL Pd 
¿Dada GEA! js ULL ll: ads > 
And certainly We have granted you (ataynaka) seven of the oft-repeated (verses) [Al- 
Fatiha/ and the exalted Quran. (Al-Hijr, 15:87) 


D 2 od mp Z ISAS E . AS Eae 
€ Dye a is Sa at UP 


Nay! We have bestowed (ataynahum) to them their reminder, but from their reminder 
they turn aside. (Al-Mu'minún, 23:71) 


6. INSTRUCTION (TA LIM) 
Sor o ane 
€ du oS HL bles > 
And He has instructed you (allamaka) about what you did not know. (Al-Nisā, 4:113) 


This term has been used with its derivatives, 4 times in the Quran, and 


indicates that the Prophet £ learnt only from God. 
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7. NARRATION (QASS) 


This term is usually used in the Quran when it narrates stories and 


parables, for example, when the story of Yusuf 22 is narrated: 


" 9 2 A A >. SI IR, Pe A »” 
We narrate (naqussu) to you the best of narratives, by Our revealing to you this Ouran. 
(Yusuf, 12:3) 


8. OBLIGATION (FARD) 


This term means making compulsory and binding. It is frequently 
employed for the obligatory acts of worship, such as the daily prayers. 
In the Quran, it refers to the obligation of the Prophet $; to recite the 
verses and spread God's message. 


t "S a c EC Mas | »._ : .e 
€ ISS DAME e ol! > 
Most surely He Who has made the Quran binding (farada) on you will bring you back to 
the (promised) destination [Mecca]. (Al-Qasas, 28:85) 


9. COMING (MAJ?) 


And certainly the guidance has come to them (jāahum) from their Lord. (Al-Najm, 53:23) 


This term has been used over 35 times in the Quran, with different 
derivatives. Sometimes it refers to guidance coming down to the 
people, as above, and other times it is used for guidance coming to the 


Prophet #3: 
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And do not pay heed to their low desires [to turn away from the truth], but judge 
between them by what has come to you (ja'aka) [from God]. (Ai-Ma'ida, 5:48) 
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10. REVELATION (WAHY) 
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And certainly, it has been revealed (ūhiya) to E and to those before you. 
(Al-Zumar, 39:65) 
This basic term for legislative guidance has been used over 70 times in 
the Quran, with various derivatives, such as awhā, yüha, awhayna, etc. 
Because we have a special interest in this term it will be described more 


fully in the next two sections. 


3.2 - DEFINITION OF WAHY AND ILHAM 


The term wahy is derived from the root (w-h-y). Raghib Isfahani writes: 


The roots of the word wahy have a meaning of quickness. And wahy therefore, 
refers to a communication that is swift. It may be secret or allegorical in nature, 
and the message can be conveyed verbally, in writing or by gestures.* 


Ibn al-Faris, the 4th century grammarian, writes: 


Any message transmitted to another in whatever manner, openly or secretly, 
which is understood clearly by the recipient, can be termed wahy.” 


Therefore, wahy can be defined as any method of communication, (by 
words, suggestions, gestures, inspirations, dreams, writings, etc.) that 
happens swiftly, secretly, and in a concise manner. 

Wahy has been variously translated as Divine guidance, Divine 
message, revelation and Divine inspiration. We will use the term 
revelation, especially in the section where we will discuss wahy with 
respect to God's communications to His prophets 23i. 

ham has a meaning of a suggestion directed at the heart, which 
guides the recipient as to the course to follow, without his being aware 
of the source of guidance. The term i/ham is usually translated as 
inspiration, instinctive desire and Divine revelation. We will translate 


the term as inspiration, and in the next section, point out some 
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differences between wahy and ilham, because they are occasionally 
confused with one other. 


3.3 - THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN WAHY AND 
ILHAM 


Legislative guidance, from God to His sentient creatures, takes the form 
of ilhām and wahy. In the Quran, when there is a reference to Divine 
guidance in general, both forms have been referred to as wahy. 
However, in the context of legislative guidance, i/hām can be translated 
as inspiration, and wahy, as revelation. 

In this section we will examine some differences between these two 
methods of guidance. (While we have discussed ilhám as a form of 
legislative guidance, it must be borne in mind that it is not confined to 
Divine guidance to the faithful, but can also take the form of evil 
suggestions from Satan and his accomplices.).? 


1. Zlhàm is directed to ordinary human beings only; when it is 
directed to prophets %2, it is no different from wahy. However, 


wahy is exclusive to prophets 22 only. 


2. The source of inspiration is hidden to the one receiving i/hām, 
whereas the source of revelation is clear to the one receiving wahy. 
For this very reason, the prophets + never suffer confusion and 
error in receiving the heavenly message, since they are completely 
aware of its source, and familiar with the manner in which it is 


received.? 


3. For normal individuals, i/hām is a personal matter. It has no 
authority over others, and there is no obligation on the recipient to 
spread the message he has received, or impose it on others. For the 
prophets 42, however, i/ham has the same meaning as wahy; it is 


an authority over others and is associated with their Divine 


28 QURANIC SCIENCES 


commission and mission of proselytization of God's message. 


4. Some scholars are of the opinion that i/ham is a subliminal 
command addressed to the unconscious mind.!% Wahy on the other 
hand, is always received by the prophets * while they are in a 


fully aware mental state, even if itis the form of a dream or vision. 


3.4 - WAHY AS MENTIONED IN THE QUR'AN 


The term wahy appears over 70 times in the Quran, and has been used 
in the discussions of angels, satans, humans, animals and inanimate 
objects. However, the greatest usage of this term has been in relation to 
the communication between God and His prophets 2X. In every 
instance, an aspect of inspiration, direction or guidance is indicated. 

‘Ali b. Abi Talib divided the usage of the term wahy in the Quran 
into: wahy to the prophets 2%, inspiration, gestures, destiny, 
command, falsehood (in the case of Satanic whisperings), and news.!! 

Some instances of the usage of the term wahy in the Quran, other 
than in connection with the prophets £L, (which will be discussed in a 
separate section) are given in the sub-sections which follow. 


1. THE DIVINELY-ORDAINED NATURAL ORDER 
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And He inspired in each heaven its affair. And We adorned the lower heaven with 
brilliant stars and (made it) to guard; that is the decree of the Mighty, the Knowing. 
(Fussilat, 41:12) 

Here the mention of the heavens is an allusion to the whole 
world of creation. The derivative of wahy in this verse refers to 
the Divinely-ordained natural order that suffuses creation, such 


as the movement of the sun and the moon, the variation in tides, 
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the orbits of the planets, etc. 


2. DIVINELY-GRANTED INSTINCT TO CREATURES 
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And your Lord inspired to the bee saying: Make hives in the mountains and in the trees 
and in what they build: then eat of all the fruits and traverse the ways of your Lord 
submissively. (Al-Nahl, 16:68, 69) 

Here, the derivative of wahy denotes the natural instinct that He has 
put into every creature; bees, for example, instinctively live in orderly 
and disciplined colonies, build hives, gather nectar and make honey. 
This instinctive guidance is from amongst the secrets of nature. Its 
amazing manifestations are apparent, but its source remains hidden 

from the eyes, and so it is called wahy.!? 


3. INSPIRATION (JLHAM) 


Occasionally, a human being perceives a message whose source he 
does not know, especially in the state of desperation or confusion. This 
sudden inspiration, which provides him with guidance, springs from 
Divine grace (/utf) and is termed wahy in the Ouran:!? 


de de 
z i 


V cp Ce eque S THEE LI INDE TES 
E 13 GLE V5 4I g ade cae 15b rej ol ge Al Y) ls > 


to J le pods 415] sado 6) 
And we inspired the mother of Mūsā, “Suckle him!” But when you fear for him, then cast 
him into the river and fear not, nor grieve. Surely, We will bring him back to you and 
make him one of the messengers. (Al-Qasas, 28:7) 


Since the mother of Musa 42 was not a prophet, wahy in this verse 
refers to inspiration and insight, and not revelation.!* This form of 


communication is very compelling, driving the recipient to fearlessly 
do what they would not normally consider doing; in this case 
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prompting a mother to cast her infant baby into a river. The inspiration 
to the disciples of Isa % was of this type also: 
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And when I inspired the disciples, saying, “Believe in Me and My messenger”, they said, 
“We believe and bear witness that we submit [ourselves]. ”(A1-Māida, 5:111) 
The disciples mentioned in this verse were not prophets, and thus 
incapable of receiving revelation.!5 


4. SECRETIVE SUGGESTIONS FROM SHAITAN AND HIS 
ALLIES 


Satan and his cohorts are capable of a kind of inspiration: 
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And thus We have appointed for every prophet an enemy — satans among 
mankind and jinn, inspiring one another. (Al-An'am, 6:112) 
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And most surely the satans suggest to their friends that they should contend with you. 
(Al-An'am, 6:121) 

In these verses, the word wahy signifies a secretive, insinuative type of 
influence and inspiration. This is the kind of evil whisper (waswasa) 
that is also referred to elsewhere in the Qur'an: 
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(I seek refuge in God] From the evil of the whisperings of the slinking [Satan]. Who 


whispers into the hearts of men. [Who is] From among the jinn and the men. 
(Al-Nas, 114:4-6) 
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5. COMMUNICATION BY GESTURES AND SIGNS 


The following verse is an example of this form of wahy: 
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He came out unto his people, and communicated to them [by gestures and signs] to 


glorify God's praises in the morning and afternoon. (Maryam, 19:11) 


When God informed Zakariyya %2 that he would lose his ability to 
speak (as a sign), he communicated with his people for three days by 
signing; his gestures to them have been described as wahy — here 
meaning non-verbal communication. 


6. GOD'S COMMANDS TO THE ANGELS 
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[And] when your Lord inspired the angels, “I am with you, so keep firm those who have 
believed." (Al-Anfal, 8:12) 
Here the word wahy denotes a command to the angels to strengthen 
the resolve of the believers. 


3.5 - WAHY AND THE PROPHETS OF GOD 


We now begin the discussion of wahy in the special sense of Divine 
communication to the prophets 2, and henceforth, we will refer to 
wahy as revelation. The following verse outlines the methods by which 
God communicates with His prophets 22: 
Hnc M rud run T M roe of 22, ts ss É 
03d Cm gad o Qe 3 te e ol 
ZR eo ee 
¿DL Ye) ¿si 
It is not possible for any human being that God should speak to him unless it be by 


inspiration, or from behind a veil, or [that] He sends a messenger to reveal what He wills 
by His permission. Verily, He is the Most High, Most Wise. (Al-Shūrā, 42:51) 
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According to the verse above, God's revelation to the prophets ag 


occurs in three ways, which are: 


1. Direct revelation. Here, God reveals directly to the recipient, 


without an intermediary. 


2. Direct revelation, from behind a veil. Here, God reveals directly to 


the recipient, but is heard as a voice from an intermediary object. 


3. Indirect revelation, through a messenger. Here, God reveals to an 
intermediary, usually the angel Jibraīl, who then faithfully relates 
His words to the recipient.!€ 


Each of the three methods of revelation will be discussed in turn. 


1. DIRECT REVELATION 


This is a method of revelation through which the prophets £X received 
God’s commands directly, without any intermediary. Almost all the 
prophets £k received this kind of revelation in dreams, but in the 
wakeful state this was a very difficult experience. The Prophet $2 
remarked about this method, “The holy spirit (a/-rúh al-qudus)” blows 
into my heart.”18 

The difficulty of this form of revelation is alluded to in the following; 
verse: 
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We will infuse you with a weighty Word. (Al-Muzzammil, 73:5) 


Tabrisi in the commentary of the above verse, narrates: 


Harith b. Hisham asked the Prophet #%, “In what manner does revelation 
descend upon you?” The Prophet $$ answered, “Sometimes it comes like a 
ringing sound, and this is the most intense type of revelation for me, so that I 
become exhausted. In this condition, I memorize all which is said. Other times, 
an angel appears in the form of a man, and I memorize all that he says.”19 
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“Abdallah b. “Umar narrates: 


I asked the Prophet $ about the type of sensation during revelation. The Prophet 
f$ answered: “I hear a ringing sound, and at that time I maintain total silence. 
There is no time that revelation comes to me, except that I feel that it will draw 
the life out of my body.”20 


Ubāda reports: 


At some moments of revelation the manner of the Prophet f$ would be 
transformed, his face would change colour and he would bow his head. At these 
times, we too, bowed our heads?! 


Sadūg narrates: 


Zurara asked Al-Sadiq, "Did the Prophet # experience swooning during 
revelation? He answered: "This happened on the occasions when there was no 
intermediary between the Prophet #% and God. It was at these times that the 
Glory of God would manifest itself to the Prophet 5."22 


Also, ‘Ayisha narrates that, one day, despite it being very cold, sweat 
poured from the forehead of the Prophet Z3 after he had received 
revelation.2? 

From the traditions above, we can see that direct revelation was the 
most demanding and difficult for the Prophet # to bear, and often the 
strain of it would cause his body to shake and beads of sweat would 
break out on his blessed forehead. If he was mounted on an animal, it 
too displayed the strain of the moment. ‘Ali b. Abi Talib reports: 

When chapter Al-Ma'ida, was being revealed, the Prophet $% was mounted on his 

camel called Al-Shahba. The heaviness of revelation caused the animal to stop, 


and its back began to bend in a manner that its stomach almost touched the 


ground.?* 


Included in this form of revelation, are the true dreams seen by the 
prophets 22. For example, when Ibrahim 22 saw in a dream that he 
was sacrificing his son Isma'il 22 at Muna, both of them understood 


that it was a direct command from God: 
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O my son! Verily, I have seen in a dream that I should sacrifice you; consider then what is 
your opinion. He said: O my father! Do what you are commanded. (Al-Saffat, 37:102) 


The Prophet P$ himself saw a dream in which the Muslims were 
performing the rites of the “umra, and so he set out with the Muslims 
for Mecca. That year, they could not enter the holy city and instead, the 
treaty of Hudaybiyya was enacted between the Muslims and the 
idolaters of Mecca. One of the conditions of the treaty was that, in the 
following year, the Muslims would return and complete the rites of the 
“umra, and this was what happened. The Quran states: 
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Certainly God had shown to His Messenger the vision with truth: you shall most 
certainly enter the Sacred Mosque, if God pleases, in security. (Al-Fath, 48:27) 


2. DIRECT REVELATION, FROM BEHIND A VEIL 


This refers to occurrences where the Prophet P$ would hear a low 
buzzing sound, but there would be no one around him. The sound 
would then become distinguishable as revelation.25 

An example of this form of revelation is during the night of his 
ascension to the heavens, (mirāj). When the Prophet # reached the 


farthest point of his journey, he came to a curtain of light, and there 
God spoke to him: 
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Then he drew near, then he bowed. So he was the measure of two bows or closer still. 
And He revealed to His servant what He revealed. (Al-Najm, 53:8-10) 


This manner of revelation was also experienced by Müsa 24 when God 
spoke to him through the agency of a burning bush: 
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And when he came to it, a voice came from the right side of the valley in the blessed spot 
of the bush, saying: O Masa! Surely l am God, the Lord of the worlds. (Al-Qasas, 28:30) 


3. REVELATION THROUGH A MESSENGER 


This was the customary means of revelation to the Prophet $£, which 
the archangel Jibra'il would bring to him. God says: 


Mg 
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And most surely this is a revelation from the Lord of the worlds. The Faithful Spirit has 
descended with it, upon your heart, so that you may be of those who warn. 
(Al-Shu'ara, 26:192-194) 


and 
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Say: “Whoever is the enemy of Jibril“, for surely he revealed it to your heart by God s 
command, verifying that which is before it and guidance and good news for the 
believers. (Al-Baqara, 2:97) 


These verses talk of revelation to the Prophet's Šī heart, and this term 


needs some explanation. Tabātabāī says: 


What is meant by heart (qa/b) in the language of the Quran, is not the physical 
heart, but the soul of a person. This "heart" has a perception of its own; and the 
emotions and the will- power of a person are connected to it. This fact that the 
revelation is to the heart of the Prophet $3 gives an indication that his noble soul 
received revelation in isolation from his five senses. In other words, the entire 
soul of the Prophet ££ would receive the revelation, and his physical eyes and 
ears would not have participated in this perception. If it was not like this, then 
other people too, would have seen and heard what the Prophet P$ was seeing 


and hearing at the time of revelation.? 
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From numerous traditions, we learn that this type of revelation was 
not very difficult on the Prophet 2x, because frequently, Jibrail would 
appear before him in the form of a man. 

It is narrated from Al-Sadiq: “At the time of appearing before the 
Prophet 5, Jibrail would wait like a servant, and would not enter 
without his permission.".7 This tradition is indicative of the great 


status of the Prophet #% in comparison to Jibra'il. 


3.6 - SOME MYTHS ABOUT REVELATION 


Unfortunately, several false stories and myths have found their way 
into the Hadith texts of the Muslims, alleging that the prophets 22 
were susceptible to self-doubt, anxiety, and error. By way of example, 
we will discuss two famous traditions which concern the last and best 


of the messengers, Prophet Muhammad #5. 


1. THE STORY OF WARAQA B. NAWFAL 


Waraqa b. Nawfal was a paternal cousin of Lady Khadija. He had some 
knowledge about the history of the previous prophets. It is narrated 
that he used to read the [divinely sent] scriptures and attend the 
sessions of the Christians and Jews.28 

The story of how he helped the Prophet Zi understand what had 
transpired at the time of the first revelation is narrated in the prominent 
books of traditions, and the summary of the various narratives is as 
follows: 


Once when Muhammad £ was worshipping his Lord in the cave of Hira’, he 
suddenly heard a voice calling out to him. He raised his head in order to see who 
it was; and encountered a frightening countenance. Everywhere he looked, he 
saw the same frightening countenance, which seemed to cover the sky. Terrified, 
he lost consciousness and remained in this state for a long time. Khadija, who 
was worried at his delay, sent someone to call him. However, the person did not 
find the Prophet £x. 
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Soon after the Prophet $z regained consciousness and went to his house in a state 
of fear and despair. Khadija asked, "What is happening to you?" He said, "That 
which I feared has occurred. I always feared lest I become insane, and now I feel 
that it has happened." Khadija said, ^Do not give way to evil thoughts about 
yourself. You are a man of God and God will not leave you. Certainly it must be 
clear glad tidings of the future..." 


Thereafter, in order to remove the Prophet's $3 worry completely, she took him 
to Waraqa b. Nawfal's house and narrated the incident to him. Waraqa asked the 
Prophet # some questions, and finally concluded, "Do not worry, this is the very 
same Divine angel that had come down upon Mūsā 24; he has descended on you 
now, to give you the glad tidings of Apostleship." On hearing this, the Prophet 
3 relaxed and said: “It is now that I know that I am a Prophet." And then, as his 
mind became tranquil, and his fear left him, he became confident that he was a 
Prophet.?? 


As we will presently see, this story does not stand up to critical scrutiny 
and is contradictory to the verses of the Quran and to the high station 
of Apostleship. This is one of the tens of concocted stories that have 
entered even respectable collections of traditions. There are several 
problems with this narration: 


1. The tradition itself is mursa/3° Moreover, there are so many 
different versions as to what may have transpired, that one has no 
choice but to disregard all of them. It is ironic that Waraga is 
supposed to have correctly understood what had transpired at the 
cave of Hirā and informed the Prophet $2 about his Divine calling, 
yet there is consensus amongst historians that he himself died a 
Christian. 


2. Qadi Ayyād (d. 544/1149) explaining that this version of events 
about the first revelation to the Prophet $% is fictitious and 
unfounded, says, "Certainly the matter (of revelation) was always 
clear for him, because Divine wisdom necessitates that the matter 


should become completely clear for him." ?! 


3. Tabrisi makes the basic point that, in order for the Prophet £3 to be 
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able to guide others through revelation, he himself has to be safe 


from any kind of anxiety or mistake in receiving the revelation.?? 


The verses of Quran generally specify the point that the prophets 
A receive messages from the very beginning of revelation and do 
not suffer doubt and suspicion. The lofty state of being present near 
God is a station in which there is no way for imagination, doubt, 
and fear. When Musa & was anxious at the start of his mission, 


God immediately reassured him: 
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O Masa! Fear not, for indeed in My presence, [My] messengers have no fear. 
(Al-Naml, 27:10) , 
Hence, at the very moment when he experienced fear, Musa 93 
was embraced by God's grace and was thereby freed from any kind 
of anxiety. 


2. THE FABLE OF GHARÁNIQ - THE SATANIC VERSES 


This legend has also found its way into the Muslim Hadith texts??, and 


is 


particularly disagreeable because it is an obvious concoction 


designed to cast doubt on the fundamental issue of the authenticity of 
the revelation of the Quran. The gist of this tale is as below: 


The Prophet 8% was always in the hope of a mutual agreement between himself 
and the Quraysh, and was distressed due to the division amongst his people. 
When the chapter Al-Najm was revealed to him, he was seated besides the Ka'ba, 
while a group of the unbelievers of the Quraysh stood near him. As the chapter 
was revealed, the Prophet 2$ began to recite its verses to the people: 
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[I swear] By the star when it goes down, [that] your companion is neither astray 
nor being misled. He never says (anything) of (his own) desire. This is no less 


CHAPTER 3: REVELATION 39 
W—————————————————————————————————————e 


than revelation sent down to him. He was taught by one Mighty in Power... 


Until he reached the verse: 
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Have you seen Lat, and "Uzzā, and another, Manat, the third [idol] 
(Al-Najm, 53:1-20) 


At this point Satan interjected the following line without the Prophet $ being 
aware of what was transpiring! 
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These are the high-soaring birds — and their intercession is [also] anticipated. 34 


Then the Prophet $ continued reciting the remaining of the chapter, as it was 
revealed by Jibraīl. 


As soon as the polytheists heard this sentence, which praised their gods and gave 
the glad tidings of their intercession, they were overjoyed. They changed their 
stance towards the Muslims and stretched the hand of brotherhood and unity to 
them. And all became happy and considered it as a good omen. The news of this 
incident reached Abyssinia. The Muslims who had migrated there, were also 
delighted, and all of them returned to live with the polytheists in Mecca as 
brothers. The Prophet # was the happiest of all, due to the harmony amongst his 


community. 


At night, when the Prophet #% had returned home, Jibra'il descended to him and 
asked him to read the chapter that was revealed earlier. The Prophet # read the 
chapter up to the point when he read the Gharānīg verse. On hearing it, Jibrail 
cried in a loud voice, “Silence! What is this speech that you utter?” At this time 
the Prophet f$ became aware of his mistake and realised that he had been 
deceived by Satan. He exclaimed, “I have said something that God did not say; 
oh, what a great misfortune!”35 


Very few Muslim scholars give credence to this incredible story, and 
most have considered it nothing but a fable.* 

Here, we will highlight just a few of the contradictions in this story, 
from the Quranic verses. If we study the verses that precede and follow 
the alleged Gharaniq verse, we see that God emphasises that the 
Prophet 2 is not being misled and that he speaks only what is revealed 
to him by one Mighty in Power. If it was possible for Satan to lay his 
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influence here, the entire Ouran would be suspect, and God's word 
could be denied. The remaining verses up to the end of the chapter also 
criticize, reproach, and reckon as baseless, the ideology of the 
polytheists. 

The Quran specifically denies any kind of dominance on the part of 
Satan over those believers who are in God's refuge: 
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Verily, as regards My servants, you have no authority over them except those who follow 
you of the deviators. (Al-Hijr, 15:42) 


When we compare this verse to the Quranic declaration... 
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[I swear] By the star when it goes down, [that] your companion is neither astray nor 
being misled. (Al-Najm, 53:1, 2) 
...we see that God has used the same word for deviation in the two 
verses, thereby excluding the Prophet § from this kind of error. And 
Satan himself admits to God: 


And I will certainly cause them all to deviate. Except Your servants from 
among them, the purified ones. (Al-Hijr, 15:39, 40) 
How then is it possible for Satan to triumph over the mind of the 
Prophet č% of Islam? Moreover, God has guaranteed the protection of 
the Quran as follows: 
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We have, without doubt, sent down the Message; and We will assuredly 
guard it (from corruption). (Al-Hijr, 15:9) 
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No falsehood can approach it from before or behind it: it is sent down by One full of 
Wisdom, Worthy of all Praise. (Fussilat, 41:42) 


We will end the discussion of the Gharaniq tale at this point and 


conclude that, the Prophet ££ did not make any mistake, nor did he go 


CHAPTER 3: REVELATION 41 
q -X<———__ A ES 
astray and no evil entity ever prevailed over his intellect and thought. 
Furthermore, even though Jibrail was a trustworthy and capable 
carrier of the revelation, nevertheless the verses of Quran were 
additionally safeguarded by arrays of angels who accompanied him. 
This escort ensured the immunity of the Divine revelation from any 
alteration by Satan or the other jinn: 
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By those who range themselves in ranks; and so are strong in repelling, and thus 
proclaim the Dhikr (Quran) (Al-Saffat, 37:1-3) 
In fact, the prophets 2 were very much aware of the happenings in 
the spiritual world, as indicated in the following tradition: 


Zurāra asked Al-Sadiq: “How was the Prophet # sure that what he received was 
Divine revelation and not Satanic insinuations? He replied, “When God chooses 
His servant as His messenger, He instils tranquillity (sakina) and composure 
(wagār) in his heart, and thus, that which would come in his heart would be as 
clear as that which he would see by his eye.”°” 


In another report, it was asked: 


“How did the prophets 42 know that they were indeed, prophets? Al-Sadiq 


replied, “the curtain was unveiled from them...” 


In summary, the process of wahy is the method by which God 
communicates with His creatures. These can take the form of complex 
detailed messages like the ones sent to His prophets X, or brief 
moments of inspiration as to the mother of Müsa &2. In its main form, 
legislative guidance, (wahy al-tashri'i), requires a special intellect and 
purity in the recipient to be able to receive it. The purity of heart of the 
recipient allows him to elevate his spirit to a level where he can begin 
to accommodate the Divine communication, while his intellect allows 


him to decipher its meaning. Thus we have a tradition from the 
Prophet £z: 
God did not appoint a prophet or messenger until he had perfected his intellect 


and his intellect was superior to that of his people.*? 
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THE REVELATION OF THE QUR'AN 


he Ouran is the speech of God, transmitted through the 
trustworthy archangel Jibra'il and revealed to the heart of the 
Prophet #3. 

The Quran says: 


<a. sf HE SE 


SÍ AS ob ai Le A 


€" 44 


Dial 578s fing cd as 
Say: Whoever is the enemy of Jibrail - for surely he revealed it to your heart by God's 


command, verifying that which is before it and guidance and good news for the 
believers. (Al-Bagara, 2:97) 


As soon as verses were thus revealed to him, the Prophet $$ would 
recite the Divine words to the Muslims. In this manner, the Quran was 
revealed gradually over a period of 23 years. In this respect its 
revelation was different to other Divine scriptures, such as the Tawrāt, 
which were sent down instantaneously. The Qur’an states that Misa 42 
went to the mountain of Sinai for forty nights, at the end of which he 
brought back inscribed tablets containing the Tawrat: 


CO SG HEE e E ght peli je E Y asi U5? 
-2 » ku Z >. £f. < ES! > = c 0 e de $ = 
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He said: O Mūsā! surely I have chosen you above the people with My messages and with 
My words, therefore take hold of what I give to you, and be of the grateful ones. And We 
ordained for him in the Tablets [Tawrat] admonition of every kind and a clear 
explanation of all things. (Al-A‘raf, 7:144,145) 
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In fact, one of the objections of the Quraysh was about the fact that the 
verses of the Quran were revealed gradually. The Quran states the 
reason for this in the following verse: 


$ dad TOM SUO vam dde 5 iba ae OF S Višnu”) 


And those who disbelieve say: Why has not the Ouran been revealed to him all at once? 
Thus, that We may strengthen your heart by it... (Al-Furgān, 25:32) 


4.1 - THE BEGINNING OF THE REVELATION 


The revelation of the Quran began in the blessed month of Ramadan, in 
the “night of decree" (laylat al-qadr): 
Saree g AS a CONRANIC V E EM 
€ oa sap Sa os ol a la ad Dl sl Lauri > 
The month of Ramadan, in which was sent down the Quran; [it was sent] as a guide for 
mankind, and a clear guidance and criterion [between good and evil]. (Al-Bagara, 2:185) 


EIA 


DS yl Cyr qi: Dd US by SÓ 
We sent it down during a blessed night: for We [always] wish to warn [against evil]. In 
that [night] is made distinct every affair of wisdom. (Al-Dukhān, 44:3, 4) 


Sr 


€ Ad a adsl 619 
We have indeed revealed this [Quran] in the night of decree. (Al-Qadr, 97:1) 


According to reliable traditions, this night of decree is either the 21%, 
231d, or 27th night of the month of Ramadan. 


4.2 - THE BEGINNING OF THE DIVINE 
COMMISSION (AL-BI‘THA) 


According to the most reliable reports, God sent the angel Jibra'il to the 
Prophet # with the first revelation on the 27 of Rajab.! At the time, 
the Prophet #% was 40 years old and this was thirteen years prior to his 
migration to Medina (609 CE). This day is known as the day of the 
Divine commission (a/-bitha). Other dates are also mentioned for this 
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event by the historians, such as the 8H of Rabi‘ al-Awwal? and the 17th 
of Ramadan 2 

The events leading to the first revelation are as follows: as was his 
habit, the Prophet # had gone for meditation and worship to the cave 
of Hira, on the mountain of Núr, at the -outskirts of Mecca. The 
archangel Jibra'il came to him while he was meditating in the cave, and 


announced: 
ies og ¿e aie ale e ntti 


(A dl de cal 
Read in the name of your Lord Who created. He created man from a clot. Read 
and your Lord is Most Honourable. Who taught (to write) with the pen. Taught 
man what he knew not. (Al-‘Alaq, 96:1-5) 
Thus, the initial revelation comprised of the first five verses of chapter 
Al-Alaq. 


4.3 - RECONCILIATION BETWEEN THE DATES 
OF THE DIVINE COMMISSION (AL-BITHA) 
AND THE NIGHT OF DECREE (LAYLAT AL- 

QADR) 


We need to try to understand what is meant by the revelation of the 
Quran on the night of decree, and reconcile it with the date of the first 
revelation in the cave of Hira. The opinions of the scholars, about the 


manner in which the Quran was revealed, can be summarised into 
four: 


1. The beginning of the revelation of the Quran was on the night of 
decree. 


2. Every year, on the night of decree, a portion of the Quran was 
revealed. 


3. Most of the verses of the Quran were revealed in the month of 
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Ramadān. 
4. The Quran had two revelations: instantaneous and gradual. 


Each of these possibilities will be discussed in turn. 


1. THAT THE BEGINNING OF THE REVELATION OF THE 
QUR'AN WAS ON THE NIGHT OF DECREE (LAYLAT AL- 
QADR) 


Some scholars are of the opinion that the beginning of the revelation of 
Quran was in the night of decree, and they cite the following verses as 
evidence: * 


T a. VS 
¿ola ad Up GM Olas „is > 
The month of Ramadan, in which was sent down the Quran. (Al-Baqara, 2:185) 
and 
X PE „4 a gs 
& sw! aLJ à aj] L) > 
We have indeed revealed it [Quran] in the night of decree. (Al-Qadr, 97:1) 


Their arguments may be summarised as follows: 


1. In the verses above, the word "Quran" does not refer to the 
complete Book, and this was what was understood by the Muslims 
at the time also. The entire Quran, with its words, sentences and 
particularities cannot have been revealed in one place and in one 
night, except if one resorts to an esoteric interpretation (ta wi/) of 


the verse. 


2. The Quran talks of future events (in relation to the first night of 
decree), in the past tense. Two examples are given below: 


E, £ Xn 42 A ae 
4 asilo ji “il -5 ajg > 


God had helped you at Badr, when you were a small force. (Ali Imrán, 3:123) 
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If you do not help him (the Prophet), [it is no matter], for God did indeed help him, when 
the unbelievers drove him out. (Al-Tawba, 9:40) 
There are many such verses in the Quran that inform us of past 
occurrences. If they were revealed on the night of decree, they 
should have couched in the future (or distant future) tense. 
Otherwise the speech would be far from the truth. 

Additionally, there are many abrogating (nāsikh) and abrogated 
(mansūkh), general (‘am) and particular (Khass), and absolute 
(mutlaq) and confined (muqayyad ), verses in the Qur'an. Now, we 
know that the abrogating verse requires the abrogated verse to 
precede it in time. Likewise, in the other cases mentioned above, a 
temporal interval is necessary. Furthermore, in the verse... 


4 earn a £ = de ine ais 
¿olas Up! GA olas; s > 
The month of Ramadán, in which was sent down the Ouran. (Al-Bagara, 2:185) 


„and other similar verses, there is a conundrum. If the entire 
Quran was revealed on the night of decree, then these verses are 
informing us of themselves too. This would necessitate the 
wording of the verse to be different, perhaps, "in which, is sent 
down..." or, “in which, we are sending down...”, instead of, "...in 
which, was sent down". Since this is not the case, we have to 
conclude that the revelation on the night of decree means the "start 
of the revelation" and not that the entire Quran was revealed at 
once on this night. 


3. There are many traditions that prove that the Quran was revealed 
on different occasions and in different places. Some verses were 
revealed in Mecca, some in Medina, and occasionally the Prophet 
č% would await the revelation of verses. Besides, the Quran itself 


clearly states that it was revealed in a gradual form: 


Gem A Boe 22, , AGA 1222 ne 
¿4034 alo OF YY 15S al Qs Y 
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And those who disbelieve say: why has not the Ouran been revealed to him all at 


once? Thus, that We may strengthen your heart by it and We have arranged it 
well in arranging. (Al-Furqàn, 25:32) 


COMMENT 


All the above arguments conclude that the verses of the Quran were 
revealed gradually. While these arguments are all valid for the physical 
gradual revelation, they do not however, negate the possibility of a 
separate, instantaneous revelation. It is of course understood that this 
instantaneous revelation was not in the physical form of words and 
phrases, but was of a spiritual form, whose exact nature cannot be 
comprehended fully. 

As for the point that, if the Quran was revealed on the night of 
decree, it would not refer to future events in the past tense, this is not 
strictly true. The Quran talks of the day of Judgement in the past tense, 
but the meaning is that of the distant future. In the Arabic language 
something which is definitely going to occur in the future is 
occasionally mentioned in the 2 tense. For E 


to la id A» yi "a 
So when the sight became (becomes) dazed, and the moon became (becomes) dark, and 
the sun and the moon were (are) brought together; man shall say on that day, 
“Where to flee to?" (Al-Qiyama, 75:7-10) 


2. THAT EVERY YEAR, ON THE NIGHT OF DECREE, A 
PORTION OF THE QUR'AN WAS REVEALED 


A group of scholars have mentioned the opinion that annually, that 
portion of the Qur'an which was necessary for that particular year, was 


revealed to the Prophet 22 on the night of decree? Thereafter, the same 
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verses were gradually revealed during the year, as the occasion would 
demand. According to this assumption, in the verses 2:185 and 97:1, the 
month of Ramadán and the night of decree does not denote a specific 
month of Ramadan or a specific night of decree; rather every month of 
Ramadán and every night of decree is meant. In other words, the terms 


have been used in a general sense and not a particular one. 


COMMENT 


This view is only related to the verse of Al-Baqara which talks about 
the revelation of the Quran in the month of Ramadan, but does not 
tally with the verses of Al-Qadr. In that chapter, the usage of the 
definite article indicates a particular night of decree and not all of them. 


3. THAT MOST OF THE VERSES OF THE QURAN WERE 
REVEALED IN THE MONTH OF RAMADAN. 


The opinion that most of the verses of the Quran were revealed in the 
month of Ramadan, is mentioned by some scholars.® 


COMMENT 


There is no evidence cited to support this view. Besides, it specifically 
concerns the verse of Al-Bagara which talks about the revelation of the 
Quran in the month of Ramadan, but does not reconcile with the verses 
of Al-Qadr and Al-Dukhan which both mention a single night in the 
month of Ramadan. 


As can be seen from the comments on each, the three opinions above 
cannot be accepted as the whole solution. That which is more plausible 
is the fourth and final view discussed below. 
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4. THAT THE OURAN HAD TWO STAGES OF REVELATION; 
ONE INSTANTANEOUS AND THE OTHER GRADUAL 


A group of scholars, who are mentioned below, believe that the Quran 
had two revelations; one instantaneous and the other gradual. The 
Quran was revealed to the Prophet & all at a once, in a spiritual form, 
on the night of decree; and then it was revealed gradually, in the form 
of verses and phrases, throughout the period of his prophethood. This 
view is the most popular amongst both Sunni and Shi‘a authorities. 
Some have adopted this view from the traditions while others have 
accepted it through esoteric interpretation. Al-Suyüti says: 


The most correct and well-known view is this very view, and many traditions 
support it. Ibn “Abbás is reported to have said, "The Quran was revealed 
instantaneously, on the night of decree, to the earthly heaven, where it was kept 
in the “abode of honour" (bayt al-izza); thereafter, Jibrail would bring down to 
the Prophet g portions of it in response to the questions and actions of the 
people. This process of gradual revelation lasted for 20 or 23 years.” 


Kulayni reports: 


Al-Sadiq was asked, “The Quran was revealed within a span of twenty years, 
then why did God say it was revealed in the month of Ramadan?" He replied, 
"The Quran was revealed in one instant to the “abode of immortality" (bayt al- 
matnūr), after which its revelation took 20 years.? 


This is the view accepted by Sadüq, Majlisi”, Shubbar!®, and others.!! 
Concerning the instantaneous and gradual revelation of the Quran, 
a sample of the opinions of some of the prominent scholars is given 


below: 


Sadüq says: "What is meant by the instantaneous revelation of the 
Quran on the night of decree, is that the Prophet # was informed of 
the general content of the Quran. The Quran was not revealed to him 
on the night of decree in the form of letters and statements; rather, he 
was only bestowed with its knowledge, and he thereby became aware 


of its contents in general."!? 
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Kashani believes that the bayt al-ma mar is the heart of the Prophet Bs. 
He explains that the Prophet # has attained that high and unique 
stage, where his heart could contain the Quran. Thereafter, over the 
course of his mission, the Quran flowed from the heart of the Prophet 


$$ to his tongue, whenever Jibra'il would reveal a part thereof. 


Zanjàni says: "The spirit of the Quran, which is its exalted objectives 
and which contains universal dimensions, manifested in the pure heart 
of the Prophet 22 on that night: 


AAE M pr C MD. ye 
¿45 Je C ow! cal 4 dž? 
The Trustworthy Spirit [Jibrail] brought it [the Quran] to your heart. 
(Al-Shu' ara’, 26:193, 194) 


Thereafter, during the course of his mission, it manifested onto his 
blessed tongue: i 


= 23 244, . Sri a «^ ^ s£ >. aA Zied, 
€ QD WK TO Ue oT EE 
(It is) a Quran which We have divided [into segments], in order that you might recite 
it to the people at intervals. We have revealed it in stages. (Al-Isra”, 17:106) 


Tabātabāī also makes the same esoteric interpretation, he says: 


Fundamentally, the Quran possesses another existence and reality, hidden 
behind its apparent form and far from ordinary sight and comprehension. The 
Quran, in its inner reality, is free from any kind of division and detail. It does not 
possess parts, chapters and verses. Rather, it is a single reality, interconnected 
and firm, which is firmly placed in its exalted station. God says: 
— Ad V a aT 
Alif Lam Ra. (This is) a Book, whose verses are fundamental [of established meaning], 
thereafter explained in detail [simplified], from One Who is Wise, Well-acquainted [with 
all things]. (Hud, 11:1) 


- va z oe d € 
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And verily, it [the Quran] is in the Mother of the Book, in Our Presence, exalted, full of 
wisdom. (Al-Zukhruf, 43:4) 
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E onde ais dm Pr S eus em a E 
That this is indeed a Quran most honourable, in a Book well-guarded, which 
none shall touch but those who are pure. (Al-Wagqi‘a, 56:77-79) 


COMMENT 


This view conforms to the evidence from both the Quran and 
traditions. Therefore, we can conclude that the Quran has two kind of 
existence; its physical existence, which is in the form of letters, words 
and phrases, and its non-physical existence, which is stationed in its 
own place. 

Thus, the Quran in its original form, which is a single reality, was 
revealed to the heart of the Prophet £ all at once, on the night of 
decree. Thereafter, it descended gradually, in its detailed and existing 
form, at different intervals and occasions during the period of the 
prophethood. 

There are two verses that indicate that the Prophet $2 already had 
the knowledge of the Quran even before the gradual revelation. These 
are: 


de 
Ad A oque a e 
é 14> EL| coke ol ES cp olzAJU ¿us Y3 » 
And do not make haste with the Quran before its revelation is made complete to you. 


(Ta Ha, 20:114) 


- A £ 
Ea Ja GELS 4, EN > 


Do not move your tongue with it to make haste with it. (Al-Qiyama, 75:16) 


4.4 - THE STAGES OF REVELATION 


The Prophet ££ was not the first messenger to receive divine revelation, 
as the Quran testifies: 
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Surely We have revealed to you as We revealed to Nūh, and the prophets after him, and 
We revealed to Ibrahim and Ismail and Ishaq and Yagūb and the tribes, and Isa and 
Ayyūb and Yunus and Harūn and Sulaiman and We gave to Dāwūd Psalms. And (We 
sent) messengers We have mentioned to you before and messengers we have not 
mentioned to you; and to Músa, God addressed His Word, speaking (to him). 
(Al-Nisā', 4:163, 164) 
Although this verse only mentions the major prophets amongst the 
Bani Isrāīl, in all, a total of twenty-six prophets 22 have been 
mentioned in the Quran. As the verse states, all of them were recipients 
of revelation, as indeed was every other prophet of God. 
The methodology of revelation through the ages does not seem to be 
different. A study of the traditions suggests that revelation, which is 
the manifestation of God's speech to man - occurs in several phases. In 


the case of the Prophet č of Islam, three stages can be identified: 


THE FIRST STAGE 


The first stage deals with matters that happen in a realm that is beyond 
man's understanding. We know that God sent the Quran to the 
"guarded" or “preserved” tablet (a/-lawh a/-mahfūz). Little is known 
about the nature of the tablet; some traditions mention that this is the 
tablet upon which all the things that will happen until the end of time 
are written. The Quran states: 


(Do aL au? 


CHAPTER 4: THE REVELATION OF THE QUR'AN 55 
TT —————— _—>>———— _——_—_—_——  _ —_____ __ 


Nay! It is a glorious Quran. In a guarded tablet. (Al-Burūj, 85:21, 22) 


THE SECOND STAGE 


From the guarded tablet, God transmitted the Quran to a more 
accessible location in the earthly heaven, to a place called “the abode of 
honour” (al-bayt al-izza) or the “abode of immortality” (al-bayt al- 
mamūr). As we have discussed, many scholars believe that this 
“abode” is an allusion to the heart of the Prophet $z. This transference 
occurred in the night of decree (/aylat al-gadr) in the month of 
Ramadán. 


De Iun E co 
¿olaa Upi Gall olan já > 


The month of Ramadan, in which was sent down the Quran. (Al-Bagara, 2:185) 


THE THIRD STAGE 


In this stage, Jibrail communicated the verses of the Quran to the 
Prophet £z, as directed by God. This stage of the revelation lasted for 
23 years, throughout the mission of the Prophet Zi. The Quran states: 


We have revealed it to you in gradual, well-arranged stages. (Al-Furgán, 25:32) 


4.5 - THE BENEFITS OF GRADUAL REVELATION 


The Divine books given to the prophets Misa 22, Isa 42 and Dāwūd 
22 and the scrolls sent down to Ibrahim 42 and other messengers are 
thought to have been revealed in their complete form in one go. It is 
usually mentioned that the Quran is different in this respect, because it 
was revealed gradually. However, God does not change His practice, 


as He says: 
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For you shall not find any alteration in the course of God; and you 
shall not find any change in the course of God. (Al-Fātir, 35:43). 

It seems likely therefore, that all the divine messages were revealed 
in the same way; they initially came to the heart of the messenger in 
their entirety, and then the messenger would formally receive the 
details, which he would in turn communicate to his people, as and 
when directed by God. 

There are several advantages to this steady and continual revelation. 
The Quran itself refers to the phenomenon as a blessing to the 
Muslims, in the form of the strengthening of their hearts. When the 
unbelievers demanded to know why the Qur'an was not revealed all at 
once like the previous scriptures, the following verse was revealed, 


E Ls Soe m COT TE ZI 
83-5 ale dlēzāji ale OS Y las celi Q3 > 


> de 
(Os 9% 4 CH WIS 
The unbelievers say: "Why is the Quran not revealed to him all at once? (It is revealed) 
Thus, so that We may strengthen your heart thereby, and [We have revealed 
it to you in gradual], well-arranged stages. (Al-Furgān, 25:32) 

Interestingly, the Quran does not reject the objection of the 
unbelievers. (This is further evidence of the point we have made 
earlier, specifically, that the Quran was revealed in one go, but to the 
heart of the Prophet 3.) Instead, the verse mentions the benefit of 
gradual revelation. Some other benefits are given in the following sub- 
sections. 


1. TO GIVE THE MUSLIMS CONSTANT GUIDANCE IN STEP 
WITH THE SITUATIONS THEY FACED 


By the continual revelation of the Quran to the Prophet fī, the 
Muslims felt a sense of constant guidance from God. This answered 
their doubts and queries, strengthened their resolve and gave them the 
patience to withstand the hardship that they were facing, especially at 
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the hands of the idolaters in the early years and from the Jews and 
hypocrites in the later ones. 

Verses were revealed in response to many events that took place in 
the lives of the Muslims, and these form the basis of the branch of the 


Quranic sciences known as asbāb al-nuzál, or occasions of revelation. 


2. TO FACILITATE EASE IN RECORDING, MEMORISATION 
AND UNDERSTANDING OF THE QURAN BY THE 
COMPANIONS 


This gradual revelation made it easier for the companions to 
understand, memorise and put into practice the portions that were 
revealed. Due to the fact that relatively few people could read and 
write in those days, interaction with a large amount of text would be 
difficult. However, because just a few verses were revealed at a time, 
the Muslims had the opportunity to memorize them, ponder deeply 
about God’s message, and to transform their lives accordingly. Even in 
later times, when the whole Quran was available in a book form, the 
companions preferred to teach the Quran to the successors (fabi'ün) a 
few verses at a time. 


3. TO PROVE THE APOSTLESHIP OF THE PROPHET 5 


The unbelievers would ask the Prophet #% questions in an attempt to 
discredit him, but each time a verse or chapter of the Quran would be 
revealed in answer to their questions. For example, the idolaters of the 
Quraysh consulted the Jews for information about ancient nations and 
events, and then challenged the Prophet $% to answer a list of 
questions, including one about the seven sleepers of the cave. In 
response, the chapter of Kahf was revealed. Similarly, the Jews 
instructed the Quraysh to ask how the Bani Isrāīl ended up in Egypt, 
when Ya'qüb % and his sons were residents of Canaan (Kanan); in 


reply a beautiful and comprehensive reply came in the form of chapter 
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Yusuf. This remained the practice throughout the Prophet's fX mission, 
and the Quran states: 


»- Bette a ere a € Ee AE R 
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And they shall not bring to you any argument, but We have brought to you (one) 
with truth and best in significance. (Al-Furgān, 25:33) 


4. A TESTAMENT TO THE MIRACLE OF THE QUR'AN 


One of the most outstanding miracles of the Quran is that although it 
was continually revealed over a period of 23 years — with over 6,000 
verses, covering a variety of topics — yet there is no contradiction found 
in its contents. As a new verse was revealed, it fitted easily with the rest 
to create, in time, a coherent and perfect whole. Achieving such a 
seamless harmony over such a long time is a feat that cannot be 
accomplished by a human being. The Quran states: 


8g - -- 
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Do they not then meditate upon the Quran? If it were from any other than God, 
they would have found in it many discrepancies. (Al-Nisā, 4:82) 


5. TO PRESENT THE TEACHINGS OF ISLAM IN A GRADUAL 
MANNER 


The gradual nature of the revelation allowed the Muslims to more 
easily assimilate the new ideas and directives that Islam brought to 
their lives. The early Meccan verses continually emphasised the basics 
of belief; eloquently and persuasively arguing against idolatry and 
promoting tawhid. Once the basics were understood and accepted in 
society, then the articles of worship were introduced one by one to a 
more ready and receptive audience. 

An example that is usually mentioned about the gradual 
introduction of rulings is the manner in which the use of intoxicants 


was eventually forbidden. This prohibition was revealed in four stages. 
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In Mecca, the Quran made a mention of the fruit of the date palm and 
grapes; at that time there was no prohibition in place against drinking 
intoxicants and some Muslims drank alcohol? Later, the Muslims 
were instructed not to come to the prayers intoxicated. After some time, 
intoxicants were labelled a great sin and finally, intoxicants were 
attributed to the evils of Satan and prohibited outright. The four verses 
below illustrate this gradual prohibition: 
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And of the fruits of the palms and the grapes — you obtain from (both of) them 
intoxication and goodly provision; most surely there is a sign in this for a people 
who ponder (Al-Nahl, 16:67) 


followed by 
€ 54,5 G1 js is pull Go 3 


O you who believe! Do not approach the prayer while you are intoxicated, [wait] until 
you know (well) what you say. (Al-Nisā, 4:43) 


followed by 
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They ask you about intoxicants and games of chance. Say: In both of them there is a great 
sin and means of profit for men, and their sin is greater than their profit. 


(Al-Bagara, 2:219) 


and finally, 
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O you who believe! Intoxicants and games of chance and [sacrificing to] stones set up and 
[divining by] arrows are only an uncleanness, the Satan's work; shun it therefore that you 
may be successful. The Satan only desires to cause enmity and hatred to spring in your 
midst by means of intoxicants and games of chance, and to keep you off from the 
remembrance of God and from prayer. Will you then (not) desist? (Al-Māida, 5:90, 91) 


6. TO TAKE INTO ACCOUNT THE LEVEL OF LITERACY OF 
THE MUSLIMS 


Al-Suyüti mentions that some scholars believe that the Quran was 
revealed gradually, unlike the Tawrāt, because Müsa %2% was literate 
while the Prophet Muhammad ££, and most of his nation, were unable 
to read and write!*; this seems a far-fetched opinion and the more 
plausible reasons are those that we have already mentioned above. 


CONCLUSION 


In conclusion, the strongest reasons for gradual revelation have to be 
related to the first generation of Muslims and the Prophet $% himself. 
This is because successive generations of Muslims did not receive the 
Quran gradually; rather, the Divine book was always accessible to 
them in a complete form. Therefore, the main effect was that of 
verifying the Prophet's Zi claim to prophethood, and inspiring and 
strengthening the resolve of the early Muslims who had the great 
responsibility of transferring the religion to future generations. 


NOTES 


! Tüsi quotes from al- -Sadiq: "The Prophet $3 was elevated to prophethood on the 27th of 
Rajab. The reward for one who fasts on this day is like the reward for fasting 60 months." 
(Hurr al-Āmilī, Wasail , vol. 7, p. 330). 

? Ahmad b. abū Ya'gūb al-Ya'gūbī, Tarikh al-Ya qabi, vol. 2, p. 17. 

3 Abū al-Fadā”, Tarikh, vol. 1, p. 115 - See Ulam-e Qurani, p. 61. 
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4 Al-Kashsha£ vol. 1, p. 227; ‘Abduh, A/-Manār, vol. 2, p. 158; Ulam-e Qurani, p. 65. 
5 Tafsir al-Kabir, vol. 5, p. 85; A/-Durr al-Manthar, vol. 1, p. 189 and A/-/tgan, vol. 1, p. 
40. 

6 Qutb, Fi Zilāl al-Quran, vol. 2, p. 79. 

7 Al-Itgān, vol. 1, pp. 116 - 117. 

8 AI-Kāfi, vol. 2, p. 269; A/-Mizān, vol. 2, p. 29. 

9 Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 18, pp. 250 - 253. 

10 “Abdallah Shubbar, Tafsir Shubbar, p. 350. 

11 A/-Itgān, vol. 1, p. 40. 

12 Sadūg, Al-I'tiqadat, p. 101. 

13 See Hujjati, Tārīkh-e Ouran-e Karim, p. 51 (citing the exegesis of Abū al-Mahasin al- 
Jurjāni). 

14 Al-Itqan, vol. 1, p. 71. 


OCCASIONS OF REVELATION: 
ASBAB AL-NUZUL 


he Quran, in its original form is free from any kind of division 

and detail. It does not possess parts, chapters and verses. 

However, God revealed it in portions which were sent down 
gradually. The verses were sent according to the events that had a 
bearing on their revelation. The Ouran states: 


3 
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And it is a Quran which We have revealed in portions so that you may read it to the 

people by slow degrees, and We have revealed it, revealing in portions. (Al-Isra', 17:106) 

Of course, there is a basic difference between revealing the Quran to 
the Prophet £ in portions and other methods of guidance, for example, 
teaching a student a book, piece by piece. In the case of a teacher and 
student, the teacher prepares and teaches the lessons in sequential 
order so that the subject is gradually made clear for the student. But the 
Quranic verses do not run in sequential fashion. Therefore, it is useful 
to know the circumstances under which a verse is revealed, and this is 
what we are concerned with when we study the occasions of revelation 
- asbab al-nuzūl. In fact, some scholars are of the opinion that without 
knowing the asbāb al-nuzül of the verses it is not possible to 
understand their meaning fully.! Indeed, some scholars consider 


knowing the asbāb al-nuzúl of a verse as the best way to understand its 
meaning.” 
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5.1 - MEANING OF ASBAB AL-NUZUL 


Asbab (sing. sabab) has various meanings which can be found in the 
verses of the Quran, for example: rope?, access*, attachment”, means? 
and path.” The common meaning throughout the verses in the Quran is 
“the means of access” to a thing, and indeed, the meaning of sabab is 
anything that provides the means of access to the goal. So, in the study 
of asbáb al-nuzúl we are concerned with the circumstances of 
revelation of a specific verse of the Quran, in order to “get access” to 
the meaning of the verse, or at least a preliminary understanding of it. 
This necessitates the knowledge about the particular events and 
circumstances and places that are related to the revelation of that verse. 
In other words, the occasion that prompted the revelation of the verse. 
That is why we will translate the term asbāb a/-nuzül as “occasions of 
revelation”. 


5.2 - THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN THE TERMS, 
“OCCASION OF REVELATION” (SABAB AL- 
NUZUL) AND “REASON FOR REVELATION” 

(SHA'N AL-NUZŪL) 


Most exegetes do not see any difference between these two terms; and 
they have used the terms interchangeably for every occasion that has 
necessitated a verse or verses to be revealed. However, there does exist 
a subtle difference between the terms; the significance of the reason for 
revelation (shan a/-nuzūl) is more general than that of the occasion of 
revelation (sabab al-nuziil). 

Whenever a verse or verses are revealed immediately after an 
incident, that incident is referred to as the occasion of revelation. In 
other words, the revelation took place as a result of that incident. 

Whenever a verse or verses are revealed about an incident 
concerning a person or an event, whether of the past, present or future, 


or concerning the obligation of Islamic laws, then that incident is 
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referred to as the reason for revelation.? 

Therefore, sabab is more specific, while sha is more general. As an 
example, it cannot be said that the occasion of revelation (sabab al- 
nüzül) of Al-Fil was the attacking of the Kaba by the Christian 
Yemenite governor, Abraha, because this event occurred in the year of 
the birth of the Prophet #%, well before the revelation of the Quran. 
Even though this incident explains the meaning of the verses, it does 
not qualify as its occasion of revelation, since it did not occur 
immediately before the revelation of this chapter. In this case, the 
incident of the attack on the Ka'ba is the reason of revelation, (shan al- 
nuzül), of the chapter. 

In this chapter, we will only concern ourselves with the term 
“occasions of revelation" — the asbab al-niiziil. , 


5.3 - TYPES OF OCCASIONS OF REVELATION 


Not all the verses of the Quran have an occasion of revelation. In fact, 
many verses, have been revealed purely for guidance and there is no 
specific question or circumstance that has prompted its revelation. For 
example: 
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Alif Lam Ra. (This is) a Book which We have revealed to you that you may bring forth 
men, by their Lord's permission from utter darkness into the light — to the path of the 
Mighty, the Praised One. (Ibrahim, 14:1) 


However, for those verses that do have them, the occasions of 
revelation are generally one of three types: 


1. Actions of individuals; 


2. A particular, well-known incident; 
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3. Questions asked of the Prophet #3. 


Each of these will be discussed in turn. 


1. GOOD OR EVIL ACTIONS OF INDIVIDUALS, WHICH 
SERVED TO GUIDE THE MUSLIMS 


There were individuals at the time of revelation, whose character and 
qualities were so sublime, or so corrupt, that verses were revealed 
about them. For example, the noble conduct of ‘Ali b. Abi Talib when he 


gave a beggar alms, while in the state of prayer, is famous: 
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Indeed God is your Guardian, and His Messenger, and those who believe; those who 
keep up the prayers and pāy the poor-rate while they bow. And whoever takes God, and 

His messenger, and those who believe, for a guardian, then surely the party of God are 

they who shall be triumphant. (Al-Mā'ida, 5:55, 56) 

And as for Abū Lahab and his wife, they were condemned to hell-fire 
even while they lived. Interestingly, Abū Lahab lived for 10 years after 
God had revealed a whole chapter in condemnation of their conduct. 
He could have chosen to reform his character in order to disprove the 
following verses, but he did not. 
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Perdition Seen both hands of Abu Lahab, and he will perish. His wealth and what he 
earns will not avail him. He shall soon burn in fire that flames. And his wife, the bearer of 
fuel, upon her neck a halter of strongly twisted rope. (Al-Lahab, 111:1-5) 


2. PARTICULAR AND WELL-KNOWN INCIDENTS 


To emphasise the lessons to be learnt from a well-publicised incident, 


God would reveal a verse or chapter about it. For example, after the 
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peace treaty of Hudaybiyya was concluded between the Muslims and 
the unbelievers of Quraysh in 6 AH, God revealed a notice of victory, 


even though no battle had been fought: 


Indeed, We have given to you a clear victory. eee 48:1) 


Sometimes the well-known events were distasteful, for example when 
the Jews rekindled the old enmity of the ‘Aws and Khazraj Muslim 
tribes of Medina, and matters reached a point where swords were 
drawn. At that time, God revealed: 
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O you who believe! If you obey a party from among those who have been given the Book, 
they will turn you back as unbelievers after you have believed. But how can you 
disbelieve while it is you to whom the communications of God are recited, and among 
you is His Messenger? And whoever holds fast to God, he indeed is guided to the right 
path. (Ali ‘Imran, 3:100, 101) 


3. QUESTIONS ASKED OF THE PROPHET fš 


Frequently, the Prophet =e was asked questions, both by curious 
Muslims and also by the unbelievers who were trying to test him. At 
these times, verses would be revealed in reply to these questions. For 
example, in reply to the question of the unbelievers about the seven 
sleepers of the cave, the chapter Al-Kahf was revealed. 

There are numerous other examples of verses that were in reply to 
the queries of the believers. Typically, these verses begin with the 
phrase, "They ask you..." (yasalünaka). An important lesson from the 
usage of this term is that only the Prophet # had the right to legislate, 
by God's command, and no one had the authority to subsequently 
change these laws. An example of a question asked, and replied, is: 
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They ask you concerning the sacred month, about fighting in it. Sav: “Fighting in it is a 


grave matter. ^. (Al-Bagara, 2:217) 


5.4 - THE IMPORTANCE OF KNOWING THE 


OCCASION OF REVELATION OF A VERSE 


When available, the knowledge of the occasion of revelation of a verse 


helps us to understand that verse better. Information about the 


circumstances behind the revelation sheds some light on the 


implication and the exegesis of that verse. It helps us to understand: 


W 


So ra pb se! 


The historical background at the time of the Prophet ££ and the 
development of the early Muslim community. 


The original intent of the verses. 
The direct and immediate meaning and implication of the verses. 
The philosophy and reason underlying some legal rulings. 


Whether the application of a verse is general or specific, and if it is 
specific, then under what circumstances it is to be applied. 


The difference between the fundamental and unchanging needs of 
human-beings, which have remained constant since the time of the 
revelation, and the variable needs, which change with time and 


place. 


The first four points are self explanatory. The last two points need some 


elaboration and are discussed in the next section. 


5.5 - THE UNIVERSAL AND ETERNAL 
APPLICATION OF VERSES THAT HAD A 


PARTICULAR OCCASION OF REVELATION 
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Islam is the final religion and the Quran is God's last message. Some 
questions arise here; the Qur'an was revealed to a group of people with 
a specific culture and language, in a particular location and time 
segment of history — how then, can it adequately address the needs of 
Muslims of all backgrounds, of varying cultures and for all time? 

Is it enough to understand the verses in the same manner as they 
were understood at the time of revelation, or is it necessary to interpret 
the Quran in light of modern situations and knowledge? A simple 
example will highlight the problem. The Quran states: 
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Will they not then consider the camels, how they are created? (Al-Ghashiya, 88:17) 


The present-day Muslim might wonder why, in the midst of all the 
amazing natural phenomena, God chooses the example of a camel. 
However, when we study the culture of the Arabs at the time of 
revelation, we find that the camel was the single most important 
animal in their lives — and they knew and understood the marvel of its 
creation well.!? Accordingly, they were asked by the verse to study the 
creation, so as to appreciate its Creator. 

The question of the eternal applicability of the Quran has come to 
the forefront in light of the progress of science and technology, and the 
rethinking of philosophical and social issues. However, there is an 
important matter to understand here. Man's needs are divided into two 
— those that are constant and those that are variable.!! For instance, 
man's clothing has changed greatly over the course of time, but his 
need to be clothed has remained constant. This is the same with his 
need for food and shelter. 

Similarly, man's interactions with his fellow human beings may 
have become more sophisticated with the advent of modern 
technology, but his basic instincts and emotions have remained the 
same. 

The Quran addresses the fundamental and constant needs of man, 


and is not primarily concerned with the variables. Therefore, it is quite 
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possible that, if the Quran was revealed to a community with a 
different culture and in a different time, different examples would have 
been used in it. 

By knowing the occasions of revelations of different verses, and 
drawing parallels between those times and our own, we are able to 
distinguish between the constant needs of man, which are of 
importance in God's eyes, and the variables, which are ever changing 
with time and location. 

Therefore, we can conclude, that although the verses have particular 
occasions of revelations, their focus is the fundamental and unchanging 
psyche of man, and thus the message of the Quran is relevant at all 
times, all places and for all cultures. In the words of Al-Bagir: 


If a verse was revealed about a community, and if after the passing of that 
community the verse also passed away, then there would be nothing left of the 
Quran. Whereas, [the truth is that] the whole of the Quran is in force and will 
remain so, as long as the heavens and the earth exist.12 


5.6 - EXAMPLES OF WHEN THE KNOWLEDGE 
OF THE OCCASION OF REVELATION HAS 
HELPED IN THE UNDERSTANDING OF VERSES 


There are many examples where the knowledge of the circumstances 
surrounding the revelation of a verse has helped to clarify its import. A 


few examples are cited below. 


EXAMPLE 1 
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To God belong the East and the West: wherever you turn, there is God's countenance. For 


God is all-Embracing, all-Knowing. (Al-Bagara, 2:115) 


The occasion of revelation of the verse is as follows. The Jews mocked 
the Muslims, saying that if it had been correct to pray facing the Dome 
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of the Rock (Bayt al-Maqdas), which had been the gibla till then, then 
the change to face the Ka‘ba was incorrect; and if praying while facing 
the Ka‘ba was correct, then it would mean that all the prayers prayed so 
far were void. 

In this verse, God responds by saying that both the acts were, and 
are correct, for prayer itself is an established reality, whereas the act of 
facing the Kaba, or the Dome of the Rock, is a relative issue, for 
unifying the ranks of the worshippers. Wherever you turn, you stand 
facing God. Therefore, facing the east because the Ka'ba is to the east of 
Medina, or facing the west because the Dome of the Rock is to the west 
of Medina, is not the real issue. All belongs to God, for He does not 
occupy a particular area — “For God is all-Embracing, all-Knowing”. 
Based on this verse jurists rule that in the non-obligatory prayers, one 
can pray in any direction, if the qibla is not known. 


EXAMPLE 2 
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Surely the [mountains of] Safa and the Marwa are among the signs of God; so whoever 
comes for Haj or "Umra to the House, there is no blame on him if he goes 
round them both. (Al-Bagara, 2:158) 

The occasion of revelation of the verse is as follows. One of the 
conditions in the peace treaty of Hudaybiyya that was signed between 
the Quraysh and the Muslims in 6 AH, was an arrangement allowing 
the Muslims to return the following year for the minor pilgrimage, the 
‘umra. For the duration of the ‘umra it was agreed that the polytheists 
would remove their idols from the vicinity of the Ka‘ba and from the 
tops of the mountains of Safa and Marwa. 

After the three days of the ‘umra were over, the polytheists restored 
their idols back to their mountain-top positions. Some Muslims had not 
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yet performed the rituals of sa7, and on seeing the idols standing on the 
mountains, they thought that they would be committing a sin by 
walking between Safa and Marwa. 

The above-mentioned verse was revealed so that the Muslims 
would not refrain from performing the sat, which is a fundamental and 
obligatory part of the ‘umra. Therefore, after referring to the occasion of 
revelation of this verse, the wording “there is no blame on them” which 
denotes permissibility rather than obligation, becomes completely 
clear. 

As can be seen from the examples above, understanding the 
occasions of revelation plays a useful role in clarifying the meanings of 
many verses. 


5.7 - RELIABILITY OF ASBAB AL-NUZUL 


Notwithstanding the foregoing, there is some disagreement amongst 
the scholars about how much importance to place on the asbāb al-nuzúl 
of the verses of the Quran. Since the writing of traditions was banned 
by the Caliphs until the reign of ‘Umar b. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz (99-101 AH), 
there are many reports in the Hadith literature that are weak or 
inauthentic. Tabātabāī writes: 


Many of these [reports] are without a chain of narration and are not accepted as 
fully trustworthy...Additionally, from the form of many of these traditions it is 
obvious that the narrator had not learned them through oral transmission but 
rather based on his own judgement, that the revelation of a certain verse was 
connected with certain events. Thus the narrator links a certain event to a verse of 
suitable meaning mentioned in the tradition. This is a subjective view, carried out 
through ijtihād or personal reflection upon the matter, and not the actual reason 
for revelation learned orally through transmission from the Prophet $3.15 


It is for this reason that Al-Wahidi writes: 


It is not permissible that an event can be considered as the occasion of revelation 
for a verse, except when it is reported by a sound and reliable tradition which is 
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narrated by an eye-witness of the actual event. 
He then quotes Ibn “Abbas reporting from the Prophet $5 that he said: 


Refrain from narrating traditions except when you have certainty, because 
whosoever attributes a lie to me or the Quran has prepared a seat for himself in 
hell.24 


Al-Suyúti himself only presents 250 narrations on asbab al-nuzúl 
and admits that some of these narrations are weak.!? 

Of course, not every tradition about asbab a/-nuzū/ should be 
discarded; in fact, there are several useful works that mention such 
traditions which are somewhat reliable. These include Tabarī's Jami'al- 
Bayan, Al-Suyūtī's Durr al-Manthür, Tabrisīs Majma‘ al-Bayán, and 
Tüsi's A/-Tibyān, as well as works dedicated to the subject such as Al- 
Wahidi's Asbāb al-Nuzūl. 

Ma'rifat has recommended caution in accepting traditions 
purporting to be asbàb al-nuzúl of verses and has formulated some 
conditions for such a tradition: 


1. The tradition must have a sound chain of transmission. Also, it 
must originate from a source that is reliable; for example an Imam 
of the household of the Prophet $£ or a companion known for his 
knowledge of the Quran, such as “Abdallah ibn al-Mas'üd, Ubayy 
ibn al-Kab or Ibn ‘Abbas. Or, it must originate from reliable 
scholars amongst the successors (tabíin) such as Mujahid, Saíd b. 
al-Jubair and Said b. Musayyab. 


2. It must be reported through several successive chains (fawatur), 


even if there is a slight variation in wording amongst the traditions. 


3. If the tradition adequately explains and conforms to the verse in 
question, its chain of transmission need not be very strong, as is the 
case for the following verse: 


ATTE ae iu welll a; bit teal GBS NÓ 
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Postponing (of the sacred month) is only an addition in unbelief. wherewith those who 
disbelieve are led astray, violating it one year and keeping it sacred another, that they 
may agree in the number (of months) that God has made sacred, and thus violate what 
God has made sacred; the evil of their doings is made fair-seeming to them; and God 
does not guide the unbelieving people. (Al-Tawba, 9:37) 


Fighting was forbidden in the sacred months to allow unrestricted 
passage for pilgrims to come to Mecca for hajj and return home in the 
months of Dhu'l Qa‘da, Dhu'l Hijja and Muharram, and for ‘umra in 
the sacred month of Rajab. However, some strong Arab tribes, when 
they were prevailing in battle against another tribe, and perchance a 
sacred month would arrive, would alter the sequence of months. For 
example, they would say, “We are postponing this year’s month of 
Rajab and bringing forward the month of Shabān!”. Thereafter, they 
would continue to fight their enemy, and thus make a mockery of 
God's law. This unpleasant practice was totally forbidden in 9 AH.!6 
This tradition of the sabab a/-nuzül is in perfect conformity with the 
verse and quite plausible as the occasion of revelation for this verse, 
even though it is a weak tradition. 


NOTES 


1 Abū al-Hasan “Ali b. Ahmad al-Nīshābūrī al-Wahidi, Asbāb al-Nuzül, p. 6. 

2 Ibn Ratg al-‘Ayad, Mabhath fi Ulam al-Quran, p. 82 - as quoted by Ardabili et al, 
Tarikh wa 'Ulüm-e Qurani, p. 281. 

3 Al-Haj, 22:15. 

4 Al-Kahf, 18:84. 

5 Al-Bagara, 2:166. 

6 Sad, 38:10. 

7 Ghafir, 40:36,37. 

8 Majma'al-Bayān, vol. 7, p. 102. 

9 Ulüm-e Qurani, p. 100. 

10 For further details, see Harün Yahya, Camel: A Special Animal in the Service of 
Man. 

11 Mutahhari, Islam wa Mugtadiyyāt-e Zaman, vol. 1, p. 16. 


74 QURANIC SCIENCES 
o_O 


12 See Tabataba'i, Quran dar Islam, p. 71. 
13 Tabataba'i, Quran dar Islam, p. 74. 

14 Wahidi, Asbab al-Nuziil, p. 4. 

15 ALItgān, vol. 4, p. 214 - 257. 

16 Majma'al-Bayān, vol. 5, p. 29. 


VERSES AND CHAPTERS OF THE 
QUR'AN 


he Quran is divided into 114 chapters; each chapter contains 

several verses, ranging from four, to well over two hundred. 

There are various opinions about the total number of verses in 
the Quran, depending on the method employed in counting. 
According to a report from 'Ali b. Abi Talib, the number is 6,236. This is 
the number in the main mushaf in use today, which is in the 
calligraphy of Uthmān Taha, and distributed from Saudi Arabia. 

There are also varying counts about the number of words, but a 
recent and comprehensive study concluded that the total number is 
77,807.! In this chapter, we will look at some of the features of the 
verses and chapters of the Quran. 


6.1 - VERSES OF THE QUR'AN (AYA PL. AYAT) 


The term aya is usually translated as “verse”, although the Quran is 
not a book of poetry. The word also means a miracle or sign, as in the 


verse: 


4 „4 XM vA EE DG js cde a nē? 
€ E55 grami s opi A AOS 
And their prophet said to them: Surely the sign (ayat) of His kingdom is, that there shall 

come to you the chest in which there is (means of) tranquillity from your Lord. 

(Al-Baqara, 2:248) 


In the context of the Quran, aya refers to the shortest division of the 
Quranic text — it could be a single phrase or several sentences long. 

The longest verse in the Quran is the one which discusses debt, 
verse 282 in the chapter Al-Bagara, (130 words) and the shortest one is 
verse 64 in the chapter Al-Rahmān (1 word). 

The boundaries of the verses have been delineated by the Prophet 
#3 himself, just as he defined the length of the chapters. For example he 
would say, “The chapter Al-Fatiha has 7 verses, the chapter Al-Mulk 
has 30 verses, etc.”2 

There are a few verses for which there exists a difference of opinion 
about their size. These differences stem from conflicting narrations, but 
do not affect the text in any way. We have traditions that mention that 
the Prophet É$ would pause at particular places in the text when he 
recited the Quran. Those places at which he always stopped in a given 
passage are unanimously taken to be verse breaks. About those places 
at which he always continued, it is accepted that they are not verse 
breaks. The difference of opinion occurs at those places where he 
sometimes stopped and sometimes continued; some scholars took this 
to be a pause for breath, and thus did not count it as a verse break, 
whereas others took this to be the beginning of a new verse. 

Another factor is that the early scholars did not consider some of the 
unconnected letters (a/-hurüf al-mugattaat) as distinct verses. For 
example, they did not count a/if-/am-mim-rà (13:1) and aliflam-ra (10:1, 
11:1, 12:1, 14:1, 15:1) as separate verses, while aliflam-mim (2:1, 3:1, 
29:1, 30:1, 31:1, 32:1) and a/if-Jam-mim-sad (7:1) were counted as distinct 
verses.? 

However, it is important to note that while these differences result 
in minor variations in the verse numbers, they do not change the 
Quranic text at all. Due to the above, various counts for the total 
number of verses of the Quran are quoted. As we have mentioned, the 
most reliable number is 6,236, based on a sound tradition from “Ali b. 


Abi Talib, who quoted the Prophet 2$ as having related this number.4 
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6.2 - THE PRESENT ARRANGEMENT OF THE 
VERSES 


There is some debate amongst the scholars about whether the present 
arrangement of the verses was directed by the Prophet $z himself 
(referred to as the tawgifi arrangement), or did it result from the 
efforts of the companions after his passing (referred to as ¡jtihadi)? Or 
did both of these arrangements occur to some extent? 

Zarkashi writes in A/-Burhān, "Whenever verses were revealed, the 
Prophet % would call the appointed scribes of revelation and instruct 
them to place the verse or verses in a particular place in a particular 
chapter." 5 

Most commentators are of the opinion that the current arrangement 
was specifically dictated bv the Prophet Zz himself, and they cite the 
following proofs: 


1. There are many narrations from the Prophet 2 that mention the 
benefits of certain verses at certain places in a particular chapter. 
For example, we have a narration from the Prophet Zz, "He who 
recites the last verse of the chapter Hashr and dies on that day, 
shall have all his sins forgiven."$ 


2. There are narrations that mention specific directives bv the Prophet 
% about the placement of verses; for example, he said, "Jibraīl has 
informed of the placement of the verse, 


2 
- das Mi: ee aa OK 


- ao oa m yo Y z ļ ' m^ 
5 GM + 53 tetas]; — d$ Ax pis a > 


-— 


Verīlv, God enjoins the doing of justice and good (to others) and the gi ving to the 
kindred, and He forbids indecency and evil and rebellion; He admonishes you that you 


may be mindful? 
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6.3 - CHAPTERS OF THE QUR’AN (SORA PL. 
SUWAR) 


There are 114 chapters, or suwar, in the Quran. There are several 
opinions about the origins of the word sara as used in the Quran. A 
commonly cited one is that it originates from sür, which was a 
defensive wall that ringed cities in olden times, and since a sūra 
contains within it its verses, just like a city wall contained the houses, 
this name was given to the chapters of the Ouran. Others have said 
that it derives from sur, meaning a remainder or portion of something, 
in this case, a portion of the Quran? Another opinion is that sūra has a 
meaning of importance and nobleness. Abū al-Futūh al-Razi cites 
poetry to prove this meaning.!! 

In its technical usage, a súra or chapter is defined as a self-contained 
part of the Quran that includes a varying number of verses. Another 
definition is that it is a group of verses that has a distinct and known 
beginning and end.!! A number of commentators also define a súra as a 
group of verses bounded by the basma/a.!? 

This last definition is not strictly correct because it is not true of the 
eighth chapter, Al-Anfal, the ninth chapter, Al-Tawba, and of the last 
chapter Al-Nas. Perhaps it is more correct to say that all the chapters in 
the Quran begin with the basmala, with the exception of Al-Tawba. 
(For this reason, some scholars are of the opinion that Al-Anfal and Al- 
Tawba are one chapter.) 

There are 114 basmalas in the Quran - an extra one within Al-Naml, 
makes up for the one missing in Al-Tawba. These basmalas are not a 
later addition to the chapters but were present at the time of the 
Prophet $% and are integral parts of the chapters, as is evident from 
every copy of the Quran. 

The 114 chapters themselves are of differing lengths — the shortest 
consisting of 4 verses (Al-Kawthar ) and the longest of 286 verses ( Al- 
Baqara) We will discuss the various opinions about the present 


arrangement of the chapters themselves, when we look at the 


CHAPTER 6: VERSES AND CHAPTERS OF THE OURAN 79 
=== 


compilation of the Ouran in Chapter 7. 


6.4 - THE NAMES OF CHAPTERS 


All the chapters of the Quran have distinct names. Some chapters have 
two or more names. Examples of chapters with two names are: 


Chapter 40: Al-Mu'min and Ghāfir 

Chapter 42: Al-Shúra and Ha Mim ‘ Ain Sin Qaf 
Chapter 45: Al-Jathiya and Al-Shari‘a 

Chapter 47: Muhammad and Al-Qital 

Chapter 76: Al-Insan and Al-Dahr 


Some chapters have several names. For example, Al-Suyúti lists more 
than 10 names for Al-Tawba and over 20 names for Al-Fatiha.!? Several 
names have also been mentioned for clusters of chapters. Some 
examples are: 


Hawamim - This refers to the seven chapters, Ghāfir, Fussilat, Al-Shūrā, 
Al-Zukhruf, Al-Dukhān, Al-Jāthiya and Al-Ahgāf, which all begin with 
Musabbihat- This refers to the seven chapters Al-Isrā, Al-Hadid, Al- 
Hashr, Al-Saff, Al-Jumu'a, Al-Taghabun and Al-A‘la, which all begin 
with tasbih (glorification). 


Hāmidāt — This refers to the five chapters, Al-Fatiha, Al-An'am, Al- 
Kahf, Saba and Al-Fātir, which all begin with tahmid (praise). 


Tawāsīn — This refers to the three chapters, Al-Shu'arā, Al-Naml and 
Al-Qasas, which all begin with the letters 74 Sin. 


Muawwadhatayn — This refers to the two chapters where refuge is 
sought with God, Al-Falaq and Al-Nas. 
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6.5 - CLASSIFICATION OF CHAPTERS 


The chapters of the Quran are sometimes divided into the following 


groups. 


1. THE SEVEN LONG CHAPTERS (AZ-SABĀ AL-TIWAL) 


These are the seven long chapters at the beginning of the Quran; Al- 
Baqara, Ali ‘Imran, Al-Nisā', Al-Māida, Al-An‘am, Al-A'raf and Al- 
Anfal coupled with Al-Tawba. About the seventh, there is a difference 
of opinion. According to a tradition quoted from Sa'id b. al-Jubair, it is 
Yünus, while others consider it to be Al-Kahf.!4 


2. THE HUNDREDS (AL-MTIN) 


These are shorter chapters, with approximately 100 verses each. These 
are the 14 chapters from Yünus to Al-Mu'minún.!5 


3. THE OFT-REPEATED (AZ-MATHĀNĪ) 


These are chapters with less than 100 verses, which are approximately 
20 in number. They follow the m/7n chapters. 


4. THE SEPARATED (AL-MUFASSAL) 


These are the short chapters that are frequently separated (mufassal) by 
basmalas. The last of these chapters is Al-Nas, while the first is 
reckoned by Ma‘ rifat! to be Al-Rahman and by Zanjani!” and others to 
be Al-Hujurat. 

There is a well-known tradition of the Prophet f$, where he has 
mentioned these classifications. He said: 


I have been given the seven long chapters (tiwā/) in place of the Tawrat, the 
hundred-verse chapters (míin) in place of the Zabar, the oft-repeated chapters 
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(mathdni) in place of the Injil, and 1 have been uniquely honoured with the 


separated chapters (mufassal ).18 


According to another report, the mufassal chapters mentioned in the 
tradition above are the “hawámim”or the 7 chapters beginning with Ha 
Mim (40-46). This report defines the Hwa/ as Al-Baqara to Al-Tawba; 
the miin as Bani Israil to Al-Mu'minún, the mathani as the chapters 
that follow the mižn and the mufassal as the chapters beginning with 
Ha Mīm.!? 

It must be noted that there is much disagreement amongst the 
various exegetes and Quranic scholars about exactly which chapters 


are included in these four classifications. 


6.6 - THE OPENINGS OF CHAPTERS 


Al-Suyūtī mentions that the opening verses of the chapters of the 
Quran are divided into 10 types, which are the following: 


1. PRAISE OF GOD (TAHMID) 


This has taken two forms; firstly, the mention of the praiseworthy 
attributes of God (tahmid and tabarak), and second, by declaring Him 
free of any imperfection (tasbih). Examples of each type are as below: 


E. ka la z aka O) AA 
4 lese ar 135 cS)! ote de Up! all ab tl? 
(All) praise is due to God, Who revealed the Book to His servant and did not make 
in it any crookedness. (Al-Kahf, 18:1) 


> - » = a Rea ee 
058 JEJE yng SULT oz call 455 > 


Blessed is He in Whose hand is the kingdom, and He has power over all things. 
(Al-Mulk, 67:1) 


E ae aed ke SR c Sue "4^ 
Whatever is in the heavens and whatever is in the earth declares the glory of God, and He 
is the Mighty, the Wise. (Al-Flashr, 59:1) 
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2. COMMAND (AMR) 


Five chapters of the Quran begin with the command, “Qui” or “Say!”. 
These are Al-Jinn (72), Al-Kāfirūn (109), Al-Ikhlas (112), Al-Falaq (113) 
and Al-Nas (114). An example is: 


aig ee m 


E CHS < 4 
4g a CE dē tae 6 ¡Hs tig js QT TES 
Say: Ithas been revealed to me that a party of the jinn listened, and they said: Surely we 
have heard a wonderful Ouran. (Al-Jinn, 72:1) 


3. EXHORTION (NIDA’) 


Five chapters begins with a direct address to the Prophet ££: these are, 
Al-Ahzāb, Al-Talāg, Al-Tahrim, Al-Muzzammil and Al-Muddaththir. 
An example is: 


1.625,71 É- Abe 


HOT MI SAT EG > 
O Prophet! Why do you forbid (yourself) that which God has made lawful for you. 
(Al-Tahrim, 66:1) 


Another five chapters begins with an exhortation to mankind; these are, 
Al-Nisā, Al-Māida, Al-Haj, Al-Hujurát and Al-Mumtahana. An 
example is: 


€ Ze ES — Vas ^ Uf uli? 
O people! Guard against (the punishment from) your Lord; surely the tumult of the hour 
Is a grievous thing. (Al-Haj, 22:1) 


4. STATEMENT OR REPORT (KHABAR) 


About twenty chapters begin with a general statement or 
announcement. Examples of these openings are: 


de 
Fou sa O a e E 
¿JA ob QuoNT js. Jl YT ue els 
They ask you of the spoils of war. Say: The spoils of war belong to God and the 
messenger. (Al-Anfal, 8:1) 
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es > 17 ->É a - 
¿Dori 35 y 


Successful indeed are the believers. (Al-Mu'minún, 23:1) 


5. OATH (QASAM) 


Fifteen chapters of the Quran begin with oaths, where God swears by 
various aspects of creation, such as celestial bodies, special times, etc. 
For example, there is an oath by stars in Al-Najm, by daybreak in Al- 
Fajr, by the sun in Al-Shams, by the fig and olive in Al-Tin, etc. An 
example is: 


" Ext 2,729 z zr a 4 E q STA a 
¿Du MI ALII a3 ee oues PONS a 
I swear by the fig and the olive, And the mount of Sinai; And this secure city (Mecca). 
(Al-Tīn, 95:1-3) 


Oaths have been discussed in greater detail in chapter 12. 


6. INTERROGATION 


Several chapters begin with a rhetorical question. These include Al- 
Nabā, Al-Fil, Al-Ghāshiya, Al-Inshirah and Al-Insān. An example of 
this kind of opening is: 


oa egles Ca ts m cr ee 
¿O Jet rets Js as 5 2I» 


Have you not considered how your Lord dealt with the possessors of the elephant? 
(AI-Fil, 105:1) 


7. CONDITIONAL OR SUBJUNCTIVE STATEMENT (SHART) 
Seven chapters begin with a statement in this form. They are Al-Wagía, 
Al-Nasr, Al-Zalzala, Al-Munāfigūn, Al-Takwir, Al-Infitar and Al- 
Inshiqaq. An example is: 
to ES ¡AMA o i 
When the great event cornes to pass; there ís no belying its coming to pass; 
Abasing (one party), exalting (the other). (Al-Wagía, 56:1-3) 
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8. CAUSATION (TA LIL) 


Only chapter Al-Quraysh is mentioned in this category: 
ze: oA 1 
(D oie? 
For the protection of the Quraysh. (Al-Quraysh, 106:1) 


9. IMPRECATION (DUÀ?) 


Some chapters begin with an imprecation or curse from God towards 
certain groups of people. These are chapters Al-Mutaffifin, Al-Humaza 
and Al-Lahab. For example: 


ANE is A NUT NT EE 
ASE LN! e 1UST IS] call Gy ale os 
«su Zi 3 
(Dora! 
Woe to the defrauders - who, when they take the measure (of their dues) from men take 


it fully — but when they measure out to others or weigh out for them, they are deficient. 
(Al-Mutaffifin, 83:1-3) 


10. UNCONNECTED LETTERS (AL-HURUF AL-MUQATTA AT) 


These are dealt with separately in the next section. 


Al-Suyūtī mentions a poem composed by Abū Shama, in which he 
brings together all these ten openings: 


-å ¿o oy ts DEM 34 3a Os ee «EP Fe 
1) gael ciel Le il y el co > Gi e le i 


o^ PL 9 26$ SO * 3 or edo oS q^ aÉ- 
| „+ pel A by > Le A) ly Jia BUS AS 
God has praised Himself by opening the chapters with His praise and 


glorification and command, and condition and causation and oath and 
imprecation and letters and queries and news.20 


6.7 - THE UNCONNECTED LETTERS: AL-HURUF 
AL-MUQATTA‘AT 


The presence of the unconnected letters (a/-hurüf al-mugattaāt) in the 
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Ouran has been the subject of great interest and debate amongst the 
scholars. Most commentators have devoted a separate section in their 
books to attempt to explain the meaning and purpose of these cryptic 
letters. Of the chapters that begin with these letters, 


3 chapters begin with a single letter: Sad, Qaf, Al-Qalam. 


9 chapters begin with two letters: Ta Ha, Al-Naml, Ya Sin, Ghāfir, 
Fussilat, Al-Zukhruf, Al-Dukhan, Al-Jāthiya, Al-Ahgāf. 


13 chapters begin with three letters: Al-Bagara, Ali Imran, Yünus, Had, 
Yusuf, Ibrahim, Al-Hijr, Al-Shu'ara, Al-Qasas, Al-Ankabüt, Al-Rūm, 
Luqman, Al-Sajda. 


2 chapters begin with four letters: Al-A‘raf, Al-Ra‘d. 
2 chapters begin with five letters: Maryam, Al-Shūrā. 


The number of letters used are 14 — half of the Arabic alphabet. 


1. THE OCCURRENCE OF THE UNCONNECTED LETTERS 


The unconnected letters come at the head of twenty-nine chapters of 
the Quran. The details of their occurrence is as follows: 


Alif Lam Mim Al-Bagara, Ali ‘Imran, Al- 
“Ankabút, Al-Rūm, Lugmān, Al- 
Sajda 

Alif Lam Mim Sad Al-ATtaf 

Alif Lam Kā Yünus, Hid, Yúsuf, Ibrahim, Al- 
Hijr 

Alif Lam Mim Ra Al-Ra‘d 


Kaf Ha Ya Ain Sad Maryam 
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Ta Ha Ta Ha 

Ta Sin Mim Al-Shu‘ara, Al-Qasas 

Tā Sin Al-Naml 

Yā Sīn Yā Sīn 

Sād Sād 

Hā Mīm Ghāfir, Fussilat, Al-Zukhruf, Al- 


Dukhān, Al-Jāthiyā, Al-Ahgāf 


Ha Mim - ‘Ain Sin Qaf Al-Shūrā 
Qaf Qaf 
Nan Al-Qalam 


Fourteen of the twenty-eight letters of the Arabic alphabet, in various 
combinations, have appeared at the head of twenty-nine chapters in the 
Quran. Scholars have tried to detect a pattern and have made many 
observations about the choice of letters. An interesting quality of the 
letters used is that they are made up from one letter from each 
morphological subset of the Arabic alphabet, as the figure below 
indicates. In other words, one letter of each form has been used in the 
unconnected letters in the Quran. 


The first row is made up of the unconnected letters found in the Quran 


go O or nc 
- ot baa 
c 3 PN 


CHAPTER 6: VERSES AND CHAPTERS OF THE QUR'AN 87 
q—M—M————————————————————————————————————8 


2. POSSIBLE MEANINGS OF THE UNCONNECTED LETTERS 


2.1. THAT THEY FORM PART OF GOD'S CHALLENGE TO 
THE IDOLATERS TO PRODUCE A CHAPTER LIKE THAT 
FOUND IN THE QUR'AN 


This opinion is favoured by many of the scholars like Tabataba’2!, 
Tabrisi ??, Zamakhshari? and others. They state that, since the text of 
the Quran is formed from the very same alphabet that was familiar to 
the Arabs, the presence of the unconnected letters was, and is, a 
challenge to the unbelievers to produce anything similar to the Quran, 
using the very same letters that they employed in their speech and 
writings. 


2.29. THAT THEY WERE A MEANS TO SILENCE THE 
DISBELIEVERS AND TO CAPTURE THEIR ATTENTION 


The unbelievers had decided not to heed the recitation of the Quran 


and as God states: 


ERAS ua y ola Ia tos S Sal Qs > 
And those who disbelieve say: Do not listen to this Quran, and make noise therein, 
perhaps you may overcome. (Fussilat, 41:26) 

When the Prophet ££ would recite the Quran, they would jeer and clap 
their hands in an effort to drown out his voice. However, the enigmatic 
nature of the opening of these chapters would grab their attention and 
arouse their curiosity. They would then give ear to the arresting beauty 
of the verses, and often turn to Islam.24 

This view seems plausible, especially when we consider that all the 
chapters headed by unconnected letters were revealed in Mecca, where 
the audience was largely non-Muslim. The two exceptions are Al- 
Baqara and Ali ‘Imran, which were the first chapters revealed in 
Medina, at a time when a sizeable portion of the audience was made up 


of Jews. 
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2.3. THAT THEY REFER TO THE QUR'AN ITSELF 


After every occurrence of the unconnected letters, there is an 


immediate reference to the Quran itself, or its verses. For example: 


443 C5 VY ei do JI 
Alif Lam Mim. This Book, there is no doubt in it. (Al-Bagara, 2:1, 2) 


CID A Ae _ =x 
Alif Lam Mim Sad. A Book revealed to you. (Al-A'raf, 7:1, 2) 


€ sal Mets dA JI» 


Alif Lam Ra. These are the verses of the wise Book. (Yūnus, 10:1) 


>. PN E P quM 
¿Du Meu Ae JI» 
Alif Lam Ra. These are the verses of the Book that makes manifest. (Yusuf, 12:1) 


There is a minor exception to this trend in Ali ‘Imran (3) — but, after a 
brief mention of the creed of Islam, the pattern remains unchanged: 


a LL RAS DI r O s?a 3 $ 2t, - age X 
¿LAS a LAs ga Yall Y ADA 
Alif Lam Mim. Allah, (there is) no god but He, the Ever-living, the Self-subsisting by 
Whom all things subsist. He has revealed to you the Book with truth. (Ali Imran, 3:1-3) 


2.4. THAT THEIR MEANING IS A SECRET ONLY KNOWN TO 
GOD, AND MAN IS UNABLE TO COMPREHEND THEIR 
SIGNIFICANCE 


This was the opinion of some of the former scholars, who said that 
these letters were part of the indefinite verses (mutashabihat), whose 
interpretation (ta'wi/ ) is only known to God. Tabrisī has quoted the 
traditions that form the basis of this view, but has acknowledged them 
to be from weak sources. 25 
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2.5. THAT THEY ARE NAMES OF THE OURAN 


This opinion has also been mentioned by scholars.?6 


2.6. THAT THEY ARE THE NAMES OF THE CHAPTERS IN 
WHICH THEY APPEAR 


Some scholars, such as Tabari”” and Ibn al-Kathir? are of this opinion. 
The weakness in this opinion is that most chapters do not have these 
letters in their opening and so this cannot be the main purpose of the 
letters. 


2.7. THAT THEY ARE THE LETTERS MOST REPEATED IN THE 
CHAPTER IN WHICH THEY APPEAR 


Based on computer-assisted analyses of the chapters of the Quran, 
researchers like Rashad Khalifa have presented numerous findings, 
including the discovery that the letters that appear at the head of a 
chapter occur the greatest number of times in that chapter. For 
example, in chapter Al-Baqara, which begins with a/if-lam-mim, the 
letter a/if appears more numerously than any other letter, followed by 
the letter 4am and then mim. Similarly, in Qaf, the letter gāf, which 
heads the chapter, also appears more number of times within the 
chapter than any other letter. However, these details are still subject to 
verification?? and the phenomenon is not true for all chapters. 


2.8. THAT THEY ARE THE ABBREVIATIONS OF NAMES AND 
ATTRIBUTES OF GOD 


It is the opinion of some scholars? that the letters abbreviate certain 


phrases, for example: 


Alif-lam-mim denotes, "ana Allāhu alamu” (I am Allah, I am all- 
Knowing), and 
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Alīf-lām-mīm-sād denotes, “ana Allāhu alamu wa ufassilu” (I am 


Allah; I am all-Knowing and I make manifest). 


Ibn ‘Abbas is quoted as saying, 


In the phrase (Kaf-hà-ya- ain-sad), kaf represents kāfin (sufficient), hā represents 
hadin (guide), ya represents hakim (wise), ain represents azim (exalted) and sad 


represents sádiq (veracious).* 


One report states that they form the Names of God, for example, (,—'), 
(—-) and (o) make (¿2,1 - the Merciful). 

There are various other similar reports??, with different meanings 
given for the same letters. On the whole these opinions seem to be 


based largely on conjecture, and the possibility that the letters stand for 
the names of God is remote. 


CONCLUSION 


Interestingly, the Arabs at the time of revelation, both Muslim and non- 
Muslim, did not seem to question the presence of the letters, possibly 
because they had encountered this style of address in the poetry of the 
day. 

Of all the possible meanings stated above, the more credible ones 
seem to be the first three, especially the first one. More recently, 
Tabātabāī has suggested that the letters may stand for a summary of 
the main themes of the chapter, and that for example, the chapter A‘raf, 
which begins with the letters A/if Lam Mim Sad, has similar themes to 
the chapters beginning with A/if Lam Mim as well as chapter Sad.?4 
This hypothesis remains for researchers to test. In conclusion, we can 
state that while the true import of the unconnected letters is not known 
for certain, their presence certainly add to the challenge of the Quran 
where God states: 


* 
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And if you are in doubt as to that which We have revealed to Our servant, then 
produce a chapter like it.” (Al-Bagara, 2:23) 


6.8 - THE FIRST VERSES OF THE QUR'AN TO BE 
REVEALED 


There are three reports concerning the first verses that were revealed: 


FIRST REPORT 


Many scholars report that the first verses to be revealed were the 
basmala followed by the opening three or five verses of Al-Alaq 
which signalled the start of the Divine commission of the Prophet £.*> 
The archangel Jibrail descended and addressed the Prophet saying: 
“Read!”. The Prophet $3 asked, “What should I read?’ Then the angel 
announced: 


"T a de LA cef 
Read! In the name of your Lord, Who created. He created man, out of a [mere] clot of 
congealed blood. Read! Your Lord is Most Bountiful. He Who taught (the use of) the Pen, 
He Who taught man that which he did not know. (Al-* Alaq, 96:1-5) 
It has been narrated from Al-Sadiq: “The first verses that were revealed 
to the Prophet £5 were, “In the name of God, the Most Beneficent, the 
Most Merciful. Read! In the name of your Lord..." 


SECOND REPORT 


It is also reported that the opening verses of Al-Muddaththir were the 
first verses to be revealed.?” Jabir b. “Abdillah al-Ansari was asked, 
“Which chapter or verse of the Quran was the first to be revealed?” In 
reply, Jábir recited the opening verse of Al-Muddaththir. He was then 
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asked, “What about the opening verses of Al-Alaq?” Jabir then 
narrated the speech that he had heard from the Prophet 4, who said: 


I spent some time in the proximity of the cave of Hira’, and later, as I descended 
and reached the ground, I heard a voice. I looked everywhere but saw no one. 
Thereafter, I raised my face towards the sky and suddenly saw him [Jibraīl]. I 
was trembling all over and went to my house to Khadija. I asked her to cover me. 


Then, the following verses were revealed:” 


ur O S 
(008 303 Ge > 
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O you who are covered up! Arise and warn. (Al-Muddaththir, 74:1, 2) 
However, a careful study of this tradition shows that it does not imply 
that the first chapter revealed to the Prophet $£ was Al-Muddaththir; it 
is Jabir's interpretation of events and it is quite possible that this 
incident may have taken place some time after the Divine commission, 
during a subsequent visit to the cave of Hira’. 


THIRD REPORT 


A group of scholars believe that the first chapter to have been revealed 
was Al-Fatiha. Zamakhshari says, "Many exegetes of the Quran believe 
that Al-Fatiha is the first chapter of the Quran to have been revealed.” 
38 Tabrisi reports from “Ali that he said, “I asked the Prophet 24 about 
the reward (thawāb) of reciting the Quran. The Prophet fX then 
enumerated the recompense of every chapter of the Quran, in order of 
their revelation. He began with the first chapter to have been revealed 


in Mecca, which was Al-Fátiha, followed by Al-Alaq, then Al-Qalam.” 
39 


COMMENT 


It is possible to combine the three views mentioned above to 
understand the sequence of events. The revelation of the three or five 


first verses of Al“Alaq was certainly coincidental with the beginning of 
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the Divine commission. This fact is unanimously accepted by the 
scholars. Some time after, the opening verses of Al-Muddaththir were 
revealed, as shown above, in the tradition of Jābir. However, the first 
complete chapter to have been revealed to the Prophet ÉX was Al- 
Fātiha. 

There is no contradiction here, because the first few verses of Al- 
‘Alaq and Al-Muddaththir revealed in the beginning, given their 
incomplete form, were not known as chapters. They were only 
recognised as complete chapters once all their verses had been 
revealed. Therefore, it follows that the first complete chapter to be 
revealed was Al-Fatiha. This is probably why it is called “the opening 
of the book”(Al-Fātihat al-Kitab). 

In conclusion, if we consider the order of the revelation of the 
chapters of the Quran to be according to the revelation of the opening 
part of the chapters, then the first chapter to be revealed is Al-‘Alaq and 
the fifth is Al-Fatiha. This is how we have indicated the sequence in the 
table of the order of the revelation of the chapters (see Appendix 1). 

However, if we consider the criterion to be the revelation of a 
complete chapter, then the first complete chapter to be revealed was Al- 
Fātiha. 


6.9 - WAS THERE AN INTERMISSION IN THE 
REVELATION ? 


Some scholars are of the view that after the first revelation, there was a 
pause of three years, when no further revelation came. They have 
named these three years as, "intermission in revelation" (fatrat al- 
wahy). During this period, the Prophet $ would invite the-people to 
Islam privately, until the following verse was revealed and he was 


commanded to openly proclaim his mission: 


gh 2 oU. dega | A 
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Therefore declare openly what you have been commanded 
and turn aside from the polytheists. (Al-Flijr, 15:94) 
However, it is unlikely that there was a gap in revelation for a period of 


three years, because: 


1. There seems to be no purpose for this intermission and there is no 
firm evidence from history or reliable traditions about any 


intermission. 


2. The Quran states that the revelation served to strengthen the heart 
of the Prophet 5, and this support would be even more important 
in the beginning of his mission than later on: 


de 
A ee SE » d 
ECHTE TORIO UNES. 
Thus, so that We may strengthen your heart thereby. (Al-Hijr, 15:54) 


3. The verse 15:94 that instructed the Prophet £ to openly proclaim 
his mission, which was the first verse to be revealed after the 
alleged intermission, is from Al-Hijr, which was the 54'h chapter in 
the order of revelation.*! If there was an intermission, during which 
there was no revelation, then this chapter would have been 2nd in 
the order of revelation. 


6.10 - THE ORDER OF REVELATION OF THE 
CHAPTERS OF THE QUR'AN 


Most scholars are in agreement that the order of the revelation of the 
chapters of the Quran is to be reckoned according to the beginning of 
the revelation of each chapter. 

Let us suppose a chapter is revealed up to a certain number of 
verses, and before its completion another chapter is revealed in its 
complete form, which is followed by other complete chapters, and then 
the remainder of the first chapter is revealed; in this case, that which 


will be taken into consideration in the order of revelation is the 
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beginning of the revelation of every chapter. This is the case with Al- 
‘Alaq, whose first five verses were revealed in the beginning of the 
Divine commission, and the rest of the chapter was revealed after some 
years. The chapters Al-Muddaththir and Al-Muzzammil were also 
revealed in this manner. 

The order of the chapters according to Ibn ‘Abbas, after 
having been corrected through the use of different reliable 
works, is shown in Appendix 1.8 


6.11 - THE LAST CHAPTER OF THE QUR’AN TO 
BE REVEALED 


Most scholars are of the opinion that the last complete chapter to be 
revealed was Al-Nasr, which came down in the year of the conquest of 
Mecca, in 8AH. ^ In this chapter the glad tidings are given of the 
absolute victory of the religion, whose foundations had become firm, 
and that the masses were accepting the creed in great numbers: 


>£ 
| 
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When there comes the help of Allah and the victory, and you see the people enter God's 

religion in crowds, then celebrate the praises of your Lord, and seek His forgiveness: for 

He is oft-returning [in Mercy]. (Al-Nasr, 110) 


Tabrisi relates: 


At the revelation of this chapter, the companions of the Prophet were happy, 
since it gave them the glad tidings of Islam’s absolute victory over the 
unbelievers, and the stabilization and consolidation of the foundations of the 
religion. However, ‘Abbas, the uncle of the Prophet & became extremely sad at 
the revelation of this chapter. The Prophet #% asked him, “O uncle, why are you 
weeping?” He replied, “I think that this chapter is informing us about the end of 
your mission.” The Prophet Ē£ agreed, “It is as you have surmised.” Thereafter, 


the Prophet #4 did not live for more than two years. 
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6.12 - THE LAST VERSE OF THE QUR'AN TO BE 
REVEALED 


Since the Prophet #% never expressly stated which was the final verse of 
revelation, there exist various opinions about the last verse of the 


Quran to be revealed. Some of them are summarised below: 


1. Kashani says that the last verses to be revealed were those of Al- 
Tawba, the first verses of which were revealed in 9AH, and the 


Prophet £5 sent “Ali to recite them to the polytheists in Mecca.* 


2. Al-Suyuti cites three traditions which mention three different 
verses from A/-Baqara as the last verses to be revealed. The three 
reports are: 


e Bukhari narrates from Ibn “Abbas, that the last verse to be 
revealed was the verse of interest: 


NE 
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O you who believe! Be careful of [your duty to] God and relinquish what 
remains (due) from usury, if you are believers. (Al-Bagara, 2:278) 
e Bukhari and Al-Tabari narrate from Ibn ‘Abbas, that the last 
verse revealed was: 


22 - 
a A de c 
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And fear the day when you shall be brought back to God. Then shall every soul 
be paid what it earned, and none shall be dealt with unjustly. 
(Al-Bagara, 2:281) 


Jibrail revealed this verse and instructed that it should be 
placed between the verse of interest and the verse of debt 
(following verse 280) of A/-Bagara. The Prophet $5 passed 
away 9 days later. 


e Tabari narrates from Ibn al-Mussayib that the last verse 


CHAPTER 6: VERSES AND CHAPTERS OF THE QUR’AN 97 


revealed was the verse of debt: 
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O you who believe! when you deal with each other in contracting a debt 
for a fixed time, then write it down. (Al-Baqara, 2:282) 


Al-Suyūtī states that there is no contradiction between the 
traditions because these verses were all revealed at the same time, 
and are about the same topic. Each narrator has mentioned one of 


the verses as the last one, and each is right in his own way.*8 


4. Ya'qübi is of the opinion that the last verse to be revealed was: 


TIES Wise S 2. 
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This day have I perfected your religion for you, and completed my favour upon you, 
and have chosen for you Islam as your religion. (Al-Ma'ida, 5:3) 


Then he continues: 


And this very statement is correct and reliable according to us, and it was 
revealed on the day when the Prophet 5$ nominated ‘Ali b. Abi Talib as his 
successor at Ghadir al-Khum.* 


CONCLUSION 


We can conclude that the last verse concerning Divine legislation to be 


revealed was, 


„aga LANE E s 
And fear the day when you shall be brought back to God. Then shall every soul be paid 
what it earned, and none shall be dealt with unjustly. (Al-Bagara, 2:281) 


which was revealed in Muna during the final pilgrimage of the Prophet 
£4 in 10AH.90 

And, we can conclude that the very last verse revealed to the 
Prophet ££, which occurred on his way back from the final pilgrimage, 


was the verse: 
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This day have I perfected your religion for you, and completed my favour upon you, and 
have chosen for you Islam as your religion. (Al-Ma'ida, 5:3) 
This opinion is probably the most correct one, because the verse talks 
about the completion of the favour of God and His being satisfied with 
Islam as the final religion. This emphatic statement clearly suggests 


that no further revelation was necessary. 


6.13 - MECCAN AND MEDINAN CHAPTERS AND 
| VERSES 


The Quran was revealed over twenty-three years, principally in the 
holy cities of Mecca and Medina. In each city; the non-Muslim audience 
was different. In Mecca, the non-Muslim addressees of the Qur'an were 
the polytheists of the Quraysh. In Medina, the non-Muslim addressees 
were the people of the Book, mainly the Jews. 

In Mecca, the Muslims were very few, they were in the minority and 
had no government. Conversely, in Medina, the Muslims were the 
majority and moreover, had established a fledgling Islamic state. Due 
to these differences, we find that verses revealed in the first period are 
quite distinct from the verses of the later period in their style of address 
and content. 

According to statistics compiled from the traditions about the order 
of revelation, eighty-six chapters of the Quran are Meccan and twenty- 
eight are Medinan?! In fact, roughly two-thirds of the Quran was 
revealed in the thirteen years of the prophetic mission in Mecca, and 
the remaining one-third during the ten years that the Prophet # lived 
in Medina. 


1. DEFINITION OF THE TERMS MECCAN AND MEDINAN 


For the definition and classification of the verses of the Quran into 
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Meccan and Medinan, one of three main criteria can be considered. 
These are: 


I. The criterion of location 
II. The criterion of addressee 
III. The criterion of period 


We will discuss each of these criteria in turn. 


I. THE CRITERION OF LOCATION 


According to this definition, the criterion for a verse being Meccan or 
Medinan is the place of revelation. If the verse was revealed in Mecca, 
then it is classified as Meccan, and if it was revealed in Medina, then it 
is classified as Medinan. It does not matter whether the revelation of 
the verse was before or after the Prophet's $2 migration to Medina. 
Therefore, the verses revealed at the conquest of Mecca in 8AH, or the 
farewell pilgrimage in 10 AH, are to be considered Meccan, although 
they were revealed after the migration. 

A problem with this definition is that, if a verse was not revealed 
either in Mecca or Medina then, according to this definition, it cannot 
be classified as either Meccan or Medinan. Such verses are few, and in 
this connection, Al-Suyüti narrates that the Prophet Z$ said, “The 
Quran was sent down in three places: Mecca, Medina, and Sham.” And 
according to Ibn al-Kathir, Sham refers to Tabük.?? 


II. THE CRITERION OF THE ADDRESSEE 


In this definition, the criterion of a verse being Meccan or Medinan is 
the addressee of the verse. For instance, if the verse is addressed to the 
Muslims, Quraysh and the idolaters of Mecca, then the verse is 
classified as Meccan, and if the verse is addressed to the Muslims, Jews 
or the hypocrites (munafiqün) of Medina, then the verse is classified as 
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Medinan. In this connection, a tradition is quoted from ‘Abdullah ibn 
al-Masūd: 
Every chapter which contains the phrase, “O people!” (ya ayyuha al-nās) is 
Meccan, and every chapter which contains the phrase, “O believers!” (ya ayyuha 
al-ladhina āmanū) is Medinan.”9 


However, there are Medinan chapters, for example, Al-Bagara, in 
which the phrase: “O people!” has been employed, which invalidates 
the universality of this definition. 

Another problem with making the addressees a criterion is that 
there are verses in the Quran which do not have a specific addressee, 
or they are addressed to mankind in general; these verses then cannot 
be classified as either Meccan or Medinan. 


III. THE CRITERION OF PERIOD 


Most scholars believe that the criterion of a verse being Meccan or 
Medinan is the hijra, or the Prophet's # historic migration from Mecca 
to Medina. Any verse revealed prior to the migration, is classified as 
Meccan, and any verse revealed after the migration, is classified as 
Medinan. This definition is not governed by the place of revelation. In 
other words, every verse revealed in Mecca is not necessarily classified 
as a Meccan verse. Therefore, the verses revealed at the conquest of 
Mecca, in 8AH, or at the farewell pilgrimage, in 10AH, are considered 
Medinan under this definition. This is because these verses were 
revealed after the migration, although the actual place of revelation 
was Mecca. 

Additionally, the criterion of the migration is “entering Medina”. 
Therefore, the verses that were revealed during the Prophet's $ 
migration, are counted as Meccan. As an example, the following verse, 
which was revealed after the Prophet # had left Mecca and was on his 
way to Medina, is classified as Meccan. 
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Most certainlv, He Who has made the Quran binding on vou will bring you back to your 
home [Mecca]. Say: My Lord knows best the one who has brought the guidance 
and the one who is in clear error. (Al-Qasas, 28:85) 


This is the best definition, because it was the time factor that changed 
the tone of the verses of the Quran, as the Muslims grew in strength 
and faith. 

According to this preferred definition, the Meccan phase lasted 
about 13 years — from the time of the first revelation until the entry of 
the Prophet $$ into Medina after his migration. The Medinan phase 
lasted about 10 years - from the time of the entry of the Prophet 23 into 
Medina until his death in 11AH. 

Using this definition, a Meccan chapter is one in which most of the 
verses had been revealed before the migration, even though its 
completion may have occurred after the migration. Similarly, a 
Medinan chapter is one in which most of the verses were revealed after 
the migration. 


2. THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE MECCAN AND THE 
MEDINAN VERSES 


Each phase of revelation (Meccan or Medinan) catered for a different 
need, as the circumstances of the Muslims changed greatly after the 
migration. In the early stages of revelation, Islam had been a relatively 
new ideology, and its tenets had not yet been firmly established in 
practice. In addition, the Muslims were oppressed and had very little 
power, and thus needed continual moral encouragement. 

In comparison, after the migration, the Muslims had their own state 
and were relatively well established. The basic beliefs of Islam had been 
revealed and now the Muslims were in need of Divine guidance in 
their daily and social lives. They also needed to know the rules and 
conduct of jihad and the manner of inter-religious dialogue. As the 
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needs of the Muslim community began to change, so did the style and 


content of the verses of the Quran. 


One of the methods for distinguishing between the Meccan and 


Medinan verses is by referring to authentic traditions. However, in the 


absence of such traditions, other methods have been employed* 


which look at different features of the verses themselves. Some of these 


are mentioned below: 


I. 


II. 


III. 


THE THEME OF THE VERSES: The Meccan verses mostly 
describe the matters of belief (usū/). They refute the beliefs of the 
idolaters. They give evidence of the unity of God (/awhid) and 
His attributes. They establish the authority of the Prophet $$. 
They warn about the accounting on the day of Judgement. The 
Medinan verses, on the other hand, deal mostly with the matter of 
legislation and rulings (fura). These include the legislation 
regarding the daily prayers, fasting, pilgrimage, alms, war, family 
affairs, social conduct and so on. 


THE FORM OF ADDRESS: In the Meccan verses, the audience 
has usually been addressed as, “O people!” or “O children of 
Ādam!”, while in the Medinan verses the words "O you who 
believe!" has been used. 


THE LENGTH OF THE VERSES AND CHAPTERS: The 
Meccan verses tend to be short, whereas the Medinan ones tend 
to be long (although there are exceptions to this general rule). For 
example, the whole of the 28'^ juz’ (mostly Medinan chapters) 
contains only 137 verses, while the 29*h and 30th juz’ (mostly 
Meccan chapters) have 431 and 570 verses respectively. The 
Meccan chapters are the shorter chapters of the Quran, for 
example, those in the 30th juz, whereas the Medinan chapters are 


the longer chapters, for example, Al-Baqara and Ali ‘Imran. 


IV. DIRECT REFERENCES ABOUT A CERTAIN PERSON OR 
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EVENT IN THE MECCAN OR MEDINAN PERIOD: Some 
verses make direct references to individuals or events that allow 
us to classify them as Meccan or Medinan. For example, Al-Lahab 
is definitely Meccan, because his enmity to Islam was from before 
the migration, and similarly, the verses mentioning the battle of 


Badr are Medinan, because the battle occurred after the migration. 


3. SOME CHARACTERISTICS OF THE MECCAN VERSES: 


I. 


Verses regarding stories of the previous generations, prophets 
2. and nations, and the trials and tribulations faced by them and 
the believers at the hands of the disbelievers, and the warning to 
the disbelievers of the punishment suffered by the previous 
disobedient nations, are all considered to be Meccan verses. 


All the chapters beginning with the unconnected letters (a/-hurüf 
al-mugatta at), (with the exception of Al-Baqara and Ali Imran) 
are Meccan chapters. 


All the verses where prostration is obligatory or recommended 


are counted as Meccan verses. 


All verses containing the word of emphasis, “kalla”, are Meccan 


verses. 


4. SOME CHARACTERISTICS OF THE MEDINAN VERSES: 


p 


All verses which make a reference to the hypocrites in the 


Muslim ranks (munafiqun) tend to be Medinan. 


The verses which discuss the shortcomings in the religion 
practised by the Jews and Christians, by explaining the true 
teachings of Müsa 2 and Isa 42, are considered to be Medinan 


verses. 
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Ill. The verses about holy war (jihad) were only revealed after the 
migration, and are therefore, Medinan. 


Of course, all the characteristics mentioned above are not universal, 
and there are exceptions to all of them. However, as a general guide 
they are useful in differentiating between the Meccan and Medinan 
verses, and when they do not contradict clear traditions, these 
characteristics enable us to use the result in jurisprudence and exegesis. 
Therefore, it is important to recognise which verses are Meccan and 
which are Medinan, and this factor is discussed in greater detail in the 
next section. 


5. THE IMPORTANCE OF KNOWING m A VERSE IS MECCAN 
OR MEDINAN 


The advantages of knowing whether a verse is Meccan or Medinan are 
listed below: 


I. To enable us to understand the import of a verse, which plays a 
fundamental role in jurisprudence and in the inference of Islamic 
laws. For example, the issue of the unbelievers' obligation to 
follow Islamic laws is a subject discussed by the jurisprudents, 
most of whom do not consider it incumbent on unbelievers to 
follow the sharia. And they have many proofs and traditions to 
support their view. However, those who reject this view (and 
consider it obligatory for the unbelievers to follow Islamic 
rulings) have resorted to the following verse: 


€ ONES pa = SL e SONES od @ os Ja? 
And woe to the polytheists; who do not give alms and do not believe in the 
hereafter. (Fussilat, 41:6, 7) 
However, the verse above, is from Fussilat, which is a Meccan 
chapter; whereas the obligation of alms was made compulsory 


in Medina. That is, when the said verse was revealed, alms was 
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not compulsory even on the Muslims themselves; and in fact, 


this verse has a different meaning. 


II. To understand the history of the progress of the Muslim 
community and also the IE of Islamic legislation, 
and how the Prophet $$ dealt with different groups of non- 
Muslims such as polytheists, Christians and Jews. 


III. Many Quranic issues can only be resolved by knowing 
whether the chapter or verse is Meccan or Medinan. For 
example, the issue regarding the abrogation of certain verses of 
the Quran by other verses, where the abrogated verse 
(mansūkh) must have been revealed prior to the abrogating 
verse (nāsikh). 


IV. It enables us to understand the verse properly and benefit from 
its guidance if we know when the verse was revealed, 
especially when the exegetes encounter different occasions of 
revelation (asbàb a/-nuzūl ) about the verse. 


6. EXCEPTIONS IN THE MECCAN AND MEDINAN 
CHAPTERS 


Most scholars accept that some Meccan chapters contain Medinan 
verses, and very occasionally, Medinan chapters contain some Meccan 
verses.? For example, in Al-Baqara, a Medinan chapter, the following 


two verses are counted as Meccan by some scholars:*6 


ag y A! cee) A: ; ab 54) 
nanan a ee 
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Many of the followers of the Book wish that they could turn you back into unbelievers 
after your faith, out of envy from themselves, [even] after the truth has become manifest 
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to them; but pardon and forgive, so that God should bring about His command; surely 
God has power over all things. (Al-Bagara, 2:109) 


CU di ends apie le gl Y 
To make them walk in the right way is not incumbent on you, but God guides aright 
whom He pleases. (Al-Bagara, 2:272) 
The table below summarises the exceptions and is based on the 
opinions cited in Zamakhshari in his A/-Kashshàf and Zanjani in his 
Tarikh al-Ouran.*7 


ud a Total n number Number EZ S 
chapters Of verses Meccan verses 


Meccan incl. 
Medinan 
verses 


Medinan incl. 
Meccan verses 


From the table above, we can conclude that the number of exceptions is 
163 (= 154 + 9) verses. 
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THE COMPILATION OF THE QUR'AN 


he Quran was the cornerstone of the mission of the Prophet #% 

and his declared miracle. From the earliest days of revelation, 

its verses were systematically recorded by specially nominated 
scribes. As a result, the Quran is unique amongst the divinely revealed 
scriptures in that it has been preserved in its original form, without any 
loss or distortion. And this is not surprising, because God Himself has 
guaranteed its protection: 


ae E - % a 74. i g 
¿Dolby Sal WH Sz bp 
Indeed, We have revealed the Reminder (Quran) and We will most surely be its 
guardian. (Al-Hijr, 15:9) 
And it is God, who reassured the Muslims of success in the difficult 
task of collating a document whose revelation spanned 23 years: 
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Surely on Us (devolves) the collecting of it and the reciting of it. (Al-Qiyama, 75:17) 
In addition to the appointment of official scribes, the Prophet $% 
took several further measures to ensure that the Quran did not suffer 


the fate of the previous scriptures. Some of these were: 


1. Upon receiving any revelation, the Prophet $% would formally 
recite the latest verses to all the men in one assembly, and 
thereafter convene a second gathering and recite the verses to the 


women.! 
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He stressed the importance and reward of the memorization of the 
Quran. He is reported as saying, "The best of you is the one who 
learns the Quran and teaches it to others."? He also said that those 
who had recited more of the Qur'an and collected and memorized 
more of it, were more deserving to lead the other Muslims in 


prayer? 


The Muslims also had a religious obligation to memorize some 
parts of the Quran; in the five daily prayers, they were required to 
recite from memory, Al-Fatiha, followed by another portion of the 
Quran. The Prophet $$ greatly encouraged people to memorize 
and refresh their memories of the Quran. Muslim reports that he 
said, “Try to refresh your memories of the Quran for it is more apt 
to escape from men's minds than a hobbled camel.”* 


He encouraged reciting from written text. As a result, there were 
many scattered portions and a few complete copies of the Quran in 
the possession of Muslims by the time of the death of the Prophet 
He made the Quran the reference point in the lives of the Muslims 
and they became familiar with its verses and followed its teachings 
and guidance in all matters. 


Whenever someone would migrate to Medina, the Prophet Ey 
would assign a companion to him to teach him the Quran. In fact 
the sound of teaching and recitation of the Quran would constantly 
fill the mosque in Medina; at one point the Prophet $2 even asked 
people to recite quietly so that they would not disturb each other's 
recitation.? 


He turned non-believers into Muslims by reciting to them the 
Quran, and they never forgot their introduction to the Divine 
words. When Utba b. Rabia came to the Prophet 2€ on behalf of 
the Quraysh, offering every conceivable temptation in exchange for 


his abandoning of his mission, the Prophet § waited patiently and 


CHAPTER 7 : THE COMPILATION OF THE QUR’AN 111 
Se ——————————————————————————$ 


then said, "Now listen to me," and then recited a few verses of the 
Quran in response.® 

Similarly, a delegation of 20 Christians from Ethiopia who came 
to debate with the Prophet 7€ were reduced to tears by his eloquent 
replies in the form of Quranic verses. The Quran says about them: 
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And when they hear what has been revealed to the messenger, you will see their eyes 
overflowing with tears on account of the truth that they recognize; they say: Our Lord! 
we believe, so write us down with the witnesses (of truth). (Al-Ma'ida, 5:83) 
Even prior to the hijra, while the Prophet & was in Mecca, the growing 
Muslim community in Medina avidly awaited news of revelation and 
would eagerly study and memorize what they received. The hard work 
of the Prophet's $ envoy, Mus‘ab b. Umair is noteworthy in this 
regard. His efforts ensured that the Quran and Islamic teachings 
already had roots in the nascent Muslim community in Medina by the 
time the Prophet £z arrived. After his blessed arrival, attention to the 
Quran become even more structured. Tabātabāī writes: 


This study and devotion to the Quran became more ordered and comprehensive 
after the Prophet PX emigrated to Medina and formed an independent Muslim 
community. He ordered a considerable number of companions to recite the 
Quran and to learn and teach the laws which were being revealed daily. So 
important was this activity that, according to special permission granted by God 
in chapter Al-Tawba, verse 9:122, these scholars were relieved of their obligation 


to participate in jihad.” 


As a result of these concerted and deliberate efforts, the Qur'an 
occupied a central place in the daily lives of the Muslims and a great 
number of the companions became Auffaz or those who had 
committed the entire Quran to memory. In just a single battle, 
which occurred at the time of the Prophet $2 at Bi'r Ma'una, out of 
all the Muslims who were killed, eighty were huffáz. 
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7.1 - THE SCRIBES OF THE PROPHET Š 


Throughout the course of the twenty-three years of revelation, the 
Prophet $2 was concerned with every aspect of preserving the Quranic 
text from any sort of corruption. Out of the small pool of people who 
could read and write, he appointed scribes to note down the verses as 
they were revealed. He would tell them exactly where the verse was to 
be fixed in a chapter. 

The number of literate Muslims gradually increased; some were 
taught by prisoners in exchange for their freedom, others learned in 
order to be able to read the Quran. In fact, the Quran itself encouraged 
literacy by introducing the concept of written contracts: 
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O you who believe! When you deal with each other in contracting a debt for a fixed time, 
then write it down. (Al-Bagara, 2:282) 


From this growing group of writers, the Prophet $ selected more and 
more as scribes. He would take an active interest in the accuracy of 
their rendering, as is evident from his recommendations to a novice 
scribe who was writing the basmala: 


Dip the wool in ink, sharpen the pen, write the ba’ upright, separate [the teeth] of 
the sin, do not blind (blot) the mim, write the Allāh well, elongate the rahmān, 
write the rahim neatly and then replace your pen behind your left ear! (alig al- 
dawata, wa harrif al-qalam, wansab al-bà, wa farrig al-sin, wa lā tuawwir al- 
mim, wa hassin Allah, wa mudd al-rahman, wa jawwid al-rahim, wa da‘ 
galamaka alā udhunika al-yusra).® 


The scribes were known as the “recorders of revelation” (kuttab al- 
wahy). According to Zanjani, their number was 43 persons. He writes, 
“from these, the two scribes who were closest to the Prophet f$ were 
Zaid b. Thabit and “Ali b. Abi Talib.”? 


Among the names of the scribes that the scholars mention are: 
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IN MECCA: “Ali, Abū Bakr, ‘Umar, Uthmān, Sharhil b. Hasana (d. 
18/640), ‘Abdallah b. Sad b. Abi al-Sarh (d. 37/657)!9, Khalid b. Saïd b. 
al-As, Talha b. "Ubaydallah (d. 36/656), Zubair b. al-Awwam (d. 
36/656), Sa'd b. Abi al-Waqas (d. 55/674), “Amir b. al-Fahira (d. 4/625), 
Musab b. al-Umair and ‘Abdallah b. al-Jahsh. 


IN MEDINA: Ubayy b. al-Kab, Zaid b. al-Thabit, ‘Abdallah b. al- 
Rawaha (d. 8/629), Thabit b. al-Qays (d. 12/633), Hanzala b. Abi ‘Amir 
(d. 3/624) and Mu'awiya b. Abi Sufyan (d. 60/679).!! 


Some scribes were called upon for writing letters, contracts, war 


records and treaties, as well as revelation. Ya'gūbī writes: 


The Prophet #% had scribes to whom he would dictate revelation, letters and 
treaties. They were “Ali b. Abi Talib, Uthman b. ‘Affan, ‘Amr b. al-‘As b. Umayya, 
Sharhil b. Hasana, Mughayra b. Sha'ba, Ma'adh b. Jabal, Zaid b. Thabit, Hanzala b. 
Rabi‘, Ubayy b. Ka'b, Juhaym b. Salt and Hasin b. Numayr.!? 


7.2 - RECORDING OF THE VERSES 


The scribes used several different materials to write the revelation. It is 
narrated from Zaid b. Thàbit that he said, "We would sit in the 
presence of the Prophet $3 and write the verses of the Quran on sheets 
(rigā').”!5A study of some verses of the Quran gives us some idea 
about what writing materials were known at the time. The Quran 


mentions: 


e Paper (girtās) in Al-An'am 6:7; Papers (garātīs) in Al-An'am 6:91 


ə Pen (qalam) in Al-Qalam 68:1 and Al-Alaq 96:4; Pens indi 
Lugmān 31:27 and Āli Imrān 3:44 


e Ink (midad) in Al-Kahf 19:109 
e Scroll for writing (s7j//) in Al-Anbiya 21:104 
e Scrolls (suhuf) in Ta-Ha 20:133, Al-Najm 53:36, Al-Muddaththir 
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74:52, "Abasa 80:13, Al-Takwir 81:10, Al-Ala 87:18, 19 and Al- 
Bayyina 94:2 


Parchment (raq) in Al-Tar 52:3 


Of course, all these were not necessarily used by the scribes of the 


Prophet #. The materials which were commonly used for recording 


the verses on are mentioned in different narrations. Some of them are:!4 


Usub (sing. asīb): These were made from the broad sides of the 


leaves of the date-palm. 


Likhaf (sing. lakhfa): These were thin and delicate tablets of white 
stone. 


Aktaf (sing. Katif): These were the wide and flat thigh bones or 
shoulder blades of camels or sheep. 


Agtāb (sing. qatb): These were wooden boards also used to make 
litters for camels. 


Adim (sing. adam or udm): Pieces of tanned animal hide. 


Riga‘ (sing. raga): This general term encompasses writing material 
made of paper, hides or leaves. 


Adla' (sing. dil‘): The rib bones of animals. 
Harir: Silk parchment. 

Oarātīs (sing. girtās): Paper. 

Shizāz: A type of wood. 


Paper was available to the Muslims, but perhaps it was expensive. Dr 


Ramyar writes: 


The Arabs knew about paper from ancient times. In those days it was 
manufactured in India and sent to Yemen. Through the summer and winter 
trading caravans, it was then transported northwards to Damascus and Rome. At 
that time, Arabia was the main trade route for trade between the north and the 
south.15 
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7.3 - THE QUR'AN AT THE TIME OF 
THE PROPHET 5 


There are numerous traditions that indicate that in addition to being 
memorized by many Muslims, the Quran was also available in written 
form throughout the course of revelation. The Prophet #% himself 


would also recite from written text. The Quran describes him thus: 
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A messenger from God, reciting pure pages (Al-Bayyina, 98:2) 


Some collectors had only few chapters in their possession, while the 
appointed scribes had complete collections. Zanjani writes: 


Some companions had collected the entire Quran in the lifetime of the Prophet 
f$, while others had partial collections, which they completed after his demise. 
Tbn al-Nadim in his A/-Fihrist lists the following collectors of the Quran in the 
lifetime of the Prophet ?&: ‘Ali b. Abi Talib, Sad b. "Amr b. Zaid, Abū al-Dardā, 
Ma‘adh b. Jabal, Abū Zaid b. Nu‘man, Ubayy b. Kab and Zaid b. Thabit.16 


The following report narrated by Muslim in his Sahih also indicates 
that the Quran was available in a book form (kitab) amongst the 
Muslims: 


Ibn ‘Abbas reported: When God’s Messenger (may peace be upon him) was 
about to leave this world, there were persons (around him) in his house, Umar b. 
al-Khattab being one of them. God's Apostle (may peace be upon him) said: 
Come, I may write for you a document; you would not go astray after that. 
Thereupon Umar said: “Verily, God's Messenger (may peace be upon him) is 
deeply afflicted with pain. You have the Quran with you. The Book of God is 
sufficient for us (hasbuna kitaballah)." 7 


Al-Khü' is sceptical of reports that suggest that the task of collecting 
the Quran was begun after the Prophet $$ passed away. He has 
critically evaluated all such reports and concludes that they are 
inconsistent and contradictory and therefore none of them can be relied 


upon.!® He argues: 
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Many verses of the Noble Book demonstrate that the chapters of the Qur'an were 
distinct in form and content from each other, and were widely spread among the 
people, including the idolaters of Mecca and the people of the Book. 
Significantly, the Prophet $2 had challenged the unbelievers and idolaters to 
produce the like of the Quran, and the like of ten chapters from it, and even one 
chapter. This means that the chapters of the Quran were available to 
them...Moreover, in the famous tradition of a/-thagalayn, the Prophet £& says, “I 
am leaving among you two things of high estimation; the Book of God 
(kitābullāh) and my Family.”?? In this tradition there is evidence that the Qur'an 
had been collected and written, because it is not correct to call it a/-kitab when it 
is merely in the [people's] memories...The word a/-kitāb obviously signifies a 
single and coherent entity. It is not applied to a text which is scattered and not 
collected.” 


He concludes that all that was required for the Quran after the demise 
of the Prophet £% was the putting of two covers on what was already 
available and known amongst the Muslims. 


7.4 - THE COLLECTION AT THE TIME OF ABU 
BAKR 


The Prophet # had willed that the Quran be compiled in a book form 
so that it would not be lost or distorted like other Divine revelations 
such as the Tawrat. It is possible that he did this because, although the 
written Quran existed, it was not in the form of a single codex written 
on a medium that could easily be read.*! Accordingly, ‘Ali b. Abi Talib 
declared that he “would not wear his cloak (come out of the house), 
except for the Friday prayers, until he had compiled the Ouran”?2, and 
he finished this task within six months of the passing away of the 
Prophet 2x. His compilation contained explanatory information on the 
verses, for example, the asbāb al-núzúl. 

In the battle of Yamāma, around 80 (or by some accounts, 400) 
Muslims who had memorized the Quran were killed.23 This caused 
Abu Bakr to worry that the Quran might be forgotten if there were 
more lives lost, and so he commissioned Zaid b. Thabit to gather the 
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Quran from “the hearts of those who had memorized it” and the pieces 
of wood and bone on which it was written, and to prepare a single 
official codex.?* In this regard, Bukhari reports: 


Zaid b. Thábit narrated: Abú Bakr sent for me owing to the large number of 
casualties in the battle of Yamáma, while Umar was sitting with him. Abú Bakr 
said (to me), ‘Umar has come to me and said, “A great number of Auffaz 
(memorizers) of the Quran were killed in the battle of Yamáma, and I am afraid 
that heavier casualties amongst them may occur on other battle-fields, whereby 
much of the Quran may be lost. Therefore, I consider it advisable that you (Aba 
Bakr) should have the Quran collected.” I said, “How dare I do something which 
God's Apostle $ did not do?” “Umar said, “By God, it is something beneficial.” 
‘Umar kept on pressing me, until God opened my chest for that for which He had 
opened the chest of ‘Umar, and I had the same opinion as he had in that matter.” 
Abū Bakr then said to me (Zaid), "You are a wise young man and we do not have 
any suspicion about you, and you used to write the Divine revelation for God’s 
Apostle $$. So you should search for the fragmentary scripts of the Quran and 
collect it (in one book).” Zaid added: By God, if Abū Bakr had ordered me to shift 
a mountain among the mountains from one place to another it would not have 
been heavier for me than this ordering me to collect the Quran. Then I said (to 
‘Umar and Abū Bakr), “How can you do something which God's Apostle $$ did 
not do?” Abū Bakr said, “By God, it is something beneficial.” Zaid added: So he 
(Abt Bakr) kept on pressing me until God opened my chest for that for which He 
had opened the chests of Abú Bakr and ‘Umar, and I had in that matter, the same 
opinion as theirs... 


So I started compiling the Quran by collecting it from the leafless stalks of the 
date-palm tree and from pieces of leather and hide and from stones, and from the 
chests of men (who had memorized the Quran). I found the last verses of Al- 
Tawba (Verily there has come unto you an Apostle (Muhammad) from amongst 
yourselves...[9:128-129]) with Aba Khuzaima al-Ansári, and I added to it the rest 
of the chapter. The scrolls of the Quran remained with Abū Bakr till God took 
him unto Him. Then it remained with Umar till God took him unto Him, and 
then with Hafsa, the daughter of Umar.”2 


The Quran was thus gathered into a single compilation. It is interesting 
that there was no immediate rush by Muslims to avail themselves of 
this official codex, and it passed to the care of ‘Umar and then his 
daughter Hafsa. This clearly demonstrates that the Quran was 


generally known and widely available amongst the Muslims all the time. 
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One can conclude, assuming this oddly-worded narration is indeed 

true, that Abü Bakr's actions were designed to ensure that at least one 

official copy was prepared, in the unlikely event that the Quran was 


not memorized and preserved by future generations of Muslims. 


7.5 - THE UNIFICATION OF CODICES BY 
“UTHMAN 


The next major event in the history of the compilation of the Quran 
occurred at the time of Uthmān. By this time, the Islamic empire 
stretched across a vast area and several codices were in use in different 
locations. Ibn al-Athir writes: 


By 20/640, four codices (mushafs) were in use in four corners of the empire; the 
mushaf of Ubayy [b. Kab] in Damascus, of [Abdullah] Ibn al-Mas'üd in Kūfa, of 
Abii Mūsā [al-Ash'ari] in Basra and of Migdad [b. ‘Amr] in Hams.?6 
In addition to these codices, several others were also available 
throughout Muslim lands. However, the writing style was still not 
developed to a point where diacritical marks and vowels were used, 
and as people from non-Arab lands began to embrace Islam, errors in 
recitation began to surface. Bukhari writes: 
Anas b. Malik narrated: Hudhaifa b. al-Yaman came to Uthman at the time when 
the people of Syria and the people of Iraq were (together) waging war to conquer 
Armenia and Azerbaijan. Hudhaifa was afraid of their (the people of Syria and 
Iraq) differences in the recitation of the Quran, so he said to Uthmān, “O chief of 


the believers! Save this nation before it differs about the Book, as the Jews and the 
Christians did before.”27 


On hearing this, Uthmān consulted the companions who resided in 
Medina, who all concurred that the various codices in use needed to 
be checked and confirmed to be authentic. Bukhari continues: 


So Uthmān sent a message to Hafsa saying, "Send us the manuscripts of the 
Quran so that we may compile the Quranic materials in perfect copies and 
return the manuscripts to you.” Hafsa sent it to Uthman, who ordered Zaid b. 
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Thabit, ‘Abdullah b. al-Zubair, Said b. al-Ās and ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Harith b. 
Hishám to make duplicates. He advised the three men of Quraysh, "Should you 
disagree with Zaid b. Thabit on any point regarding the Quran, then write it in 
the dialect of the Quraysh, because it was revealed in their tongue." They did so, 
and when they had prepared several copies, ‘Uthman returned the original 
manuscripts to Hafsa. 


"Uthmān sent to every Muslim province one copy of what they had copied, and 
ordered that all the other Quranic materials, whether written in fragmentary 
manuscripts or whole copies, be burnt.”8 


Initially, Uthmān appointed a committee of four persons, made up 
of Zaid b. Thabit, “Abdullah b. al-Zubair, Said b. al-‘As, and ‘Abd al- 
Rahman b. al-Harith to transcribe a master copy of the Quran. The 
original codex which was in the possession of Hafsa was also recalled 
for comparison.?? 

Soon after the committee was set up, it was felt that more people 
would be required to ensure that this important task was performed 
accurately and with consensus. Accordingly Ubayy b. Ka'b and a 
further seven men were recruited and the final committee comprised 12 
persons. The senior scholar Ubayy was kept overall in charge, and he 
dictated the verses as the others wrote them down.*0. The team also 
helped, as time allowed, to correct people's own personal copies of the 
Quran. For example, the slave of Uthmān, ‘Abdullah b. Hani al-Barbari, 
reports: 


I was with ‘Uthman watching while people were comparing their copies with the 
main copyists. 'Uthman handed me some bone segments on which verses were 
written. I took them to Ubayy b. Kab who made three minor corrections as 
follows: he changed lam yatasann to lam yatasanna (2:259); lā tabdila lil 
khalqillah to la tabdila likhalqillah (30:30); and faamhili'! káfirin to famahhilil 
kafirin?! 


In this manner, in 25/645, five master copies were prepared and all 
the main hitherto existing fragmentary codices were burnt, erased or 
melted down. Uthmān was criticized by some for destroying the 
fragments, but his actions were the result of consultation with all the 
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companions. “Ali b. Abi Talib says in this regard, “By God! Uthmān did 
not do anything in the matter of the mushaf except that it was with our 
unanimous approval.” And in another narration he is reported as 
saying, “If I had been in charge of the matter of the unification of the 
codices I would not have acted differently...”32 

As soon as the official and authentic copies of the codices were 
ready, one was sent to each of the main Muslim cities, Kūfa, Basra, 
Damascus and Mecca, and the master, or imam, copy was kept in 
Medina.3 

Tabātabāī adds: 


It is said that beside these five, one copy was also sent to Yemen and one to 
Bahrain. These copies were called the Zman copies and served as original for all 
future copies. The only difference of order between these copies and the first 
volume (compiled at the time of Abū Bakr) was*that the chapters Al-Anfal and 
Al-Tawba were written in one place between Al-A‘taf and Yünus.?* 


Uthmān also despatched an expert gāri or reciter of the Quran 
with every mushaf so that he could serve as a teacher. Thus, 
‘Abdallah b. Sāib accompanied a copy of the mushaf to Mecca, 
‘Amir b. ‘Abd al-Qays to Basra, Mughayra b. Shahab to Damascus 
and Abū ‘Abd al-Rahmán al-Sulami to Kūfa. Zaid b. Thabit was 
officially nominated as the gāri of Medina. 

Due to 'Uthman's efforts in the unification of the codices, the 
official codex came to be associated with him and is called the 
mushaf of Uthman. 


7.6 - WAS THE ORDER OF THE CHAPTERS IN 
THE QUR'AN REARRANGED AT THE TIME OF 
‘UTHMAN? 


The chapters and verses of the Quran were not revealed in the order in 
which they are currently set out; in fact, they run roughly opposite to 
the order of revelation, with the chapters revealed in Medina in the 


CHAPTER 7 : THE COMPILATION OF THE QUR'AN 121 


—_ _—_ __ _ —__ _______ Sw ou u uu uuumŘħõōõÁ 


beginning and most Meccan chapters towards the end of the mushaf 


While nearly all scholars accept that the arrangement of verses in 


their respective chapters was as directed by the Prophet #3, they are 


divided on the issue of whether the present arrangement of the 


chapters themselves is based on the instructions of the Prophet $5 


(fawqifi) or was decided on by the deliberations of the companions 


(ijtihādī). Some scholars also present a third possibility; that the order 


of most chapters is tawqif and the companions decided on the order of 


the rest. 


The proponents of the tawgifi view state the following as proof: 


The Quran used to be recited and taught at the time of the Prophet 
££ and this process had to have some order in recitation. Some 
companions, such as “Abdullah b. Masúd and Ubayy b. Ka'b, 
would also recite the complete Quran in the presence of the 
Prophet #, to verify their recitation. 


There are narrations where the Prophet $2 has mentioned some 
order of the chapters. For example, he has said: 


“I have been given the seven long chapters (f/wa/ ) in place of the Tawrat, 
the hundred-verse chapters (main) in place of the Zabar, the oft- 


repeated chapters (mathani) in place of the /njif|, and I have been 


uniquely honoured with the separated chapters (mufassal ). 


However, it must be said that aside from the seven trwā/, this 
narration does not give much information about the arrangement 


of the rest of the chapters. 


There is no discernable pattern in the sequence of the chapters; they 
do not run in order of revelation, or from the longest to the 
shortest, etc. If the companions had indeed decided on the 
arrangement after the passing away of the Prophet $4, surely they 
would have followed some pattern. In this regard, Al-Suyüti writes: 


Amongst the proofs that the arrangement of chapters was fawqif is the 
fact that the Hawamim (40-46) and Jawasin (26-28) chapters are in 
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sequence, but the Musabbihat (17, 57, 59, 61, 62, 64, 87) are not in 
sequence....Also, in the Jawāsīn sequence, AlI-Naml is the shortest of the 
three, yet it is found between the other two. 


4. The ending of one chapter has a dovetail relationship with the 
beginning of the next chapter, hence indicating a pre-planned 
sequential arrangement. For example: 

At the end of Al-Fātiha, there is a prayer for guidance to the right 
path. The next chapter, Al-Bagara, begins with a mention that there 
can be no doubt that the Quran itself is the guidance for the God- 
fearing. 

Al-Bagara ends with a promise that God will not burden a soul 
more than its capability, and that it earns reward and punishment 
according to its own actions. The next chapter, Ali ‘Imran, begins 
with a description of the punishment that man earns when he 
ignores the guidance that has been sent down through the divine 
scriptures, Tawrat, Injil and Quran. 

Similarly, at the end of Ali Imran, the believers are asked to 
persevere and adopt piety in order to be successful, and the next 
chapter, Al-Nisā, continues with the theme of piety leading to 
social obligations. 


A contemporary scholar, Amin Ahsan Islahi, has presented an 
elegant theory of cohesion amongst the chapters on three levels; 
within an individual chapter, between paired chapters, and within 
clusters of chapters.”7 


5. There are no conclusive or reliable traditions that prove that there 
was any discussion by the companions, at the time of the 
compilation, about the order of the chapters. Dr Subhi al-Salih, who 
is a strong proponent of the fawgifi view, writes: 


The order of the chapters is as directed by the Prophet $$ and was well 
known during his lifetime. We do not have conclusive evidence that this 
was not the case, and so the opinion of some scholars that it was the 
companions who arranged the chapters, either entirely or partially, is 


CHAPTER 7 : THE COMPILATION OF THE QUR’AN 123 


<—  _Q __—____ —_————— l”*"n 


incorrect.38 


This argument, of course, can work both ways, and he has not 
provided evidence that the Prophet $z directed the arrangement of 
all the chapters. 


The arguments of those who hold the jtihadi view appear stronger. 


They cite the following proofs: 


il 


The arrangement of chapters is not important, because each is self- 
contained. This is evidenced by the differing arrangements of the 
chapters, both within the codices (mushafs) of the main collectors, 
and the compilations of Abū Bakr and “Uthman.?” For example, ‘Ali 
compiled a mushaf with the chapters in chronological order of 
revelation, starting with Al-Iqra”, then Al-Muddaththir, and so on. 
But the mushafs of Ubayy b. Ka'b and Ibn al-Mas'üd started with 
Al-Bagara, then Al-Nisa’, then Ali ‘Imran. These differences clearly 
show that the sequence of the chapters was not from the Prophet 
£X, otherwise the companions would have compiled their codices 
with identical arrangements of chapters.*° 


Unlike the order of verses, there is no restriction in reciting the 
Quranic chapters in different sequences, either in prayer or for 
general recitation. One can start from any chapter and end at any 
chapter, and this is a strong proof that the order of the chapters is 


not important. 


As long as the Prophet £ was alive, there was still a chance that 
more chapters would be revealed. Therefore, the arrangement of 
chapters could only be done after he passed away and revelation 
came to an end. Some scholars mention that the fact that the 
Quranic chapters were arranged in the present form at the time of 
‘Uthman, is a reason why it is called the Uthmāni mushaf.“ 


The present arrangement of the chapters does not follow the 
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sequence of revelation, therefore, the order must have been decided 
upon at a later time. It follows that the order must have been 
ijtihadi 2 i 


7.7 - THE ORIGINAL SCRIPT OF THE QUR'AN 
AND ITS EVOLUTION 


During the course of its history, several helpful and aesthetic changes 
have been made to the original Quranic script, which have greatly 
facilitated its recital. The modern reader may take for granted the ease 
with which the Quran can be read, but it was not always so. 

Palaeography, or the study of ancient forms of writing indicates that 
Arabic script may originally derive from Nabataean or Syriac scripts. 
At the time of the Prophet # the script that was in use was probably a 
rudimentary form of the one that later came to be known as Kufic. 

The earliest copies of the Quran, including the first and second 
official copies, were thus written in Kufic script. This very basic script, 
without any skeletal dots or diacritical marks, was perfectly adequate 
for recitation and study by Muslims who were well-versed with the 
Quran, or had memorized it. They had no great difficulty in knowing 
the precise pronunciation of the words. We must bear in mind that the 
Arab society was used to memorization. This was partly because, 
although literacy was not greatly prevalent, they were an eloquent 
people who appreciated poetry and fine speech and had developed a 
ready ability to memorize the better poems and turns of phrase. 

Untrained readers of the Qur’an, on the other hand, immediately 
faced some problems. The Kufic script was in its infancy, and the script 
used by Uthmān in the official codex can best be described as a form of 
shorthand, designed to be an aide memoire to a knowledgeable reader. 
It was not ideally suited for inexperienced readers, because of several 
reasons: 


1. The first was the absence of skeletal dots or nugāt al-ijām, in the 
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‘Uthmanic codex or mushaf, although these were known to the Arabs 
prior to Islam, and occasionally used by them, especially when writing 
letters. However, the early Quranic scribes dispensed with them and 
that meant that there was no way to tell similar letters apart. For 
example, the letters = = > and e z ¢ were indistinguishable from one 
another. 


2. Another problem was the absence of diacritical marks, which 
indicate the vowels, and are vital for the correct vocalization of the 
words. These were developed firstly as dots and later as the familiar 
symbols fatha, kasra and damma which are variously called nugāt al- 
irāb, tashkil or harakat. 


These two essential hurdles had to be overcome because of the rapid 
spread of Islam across non-Arab lands. In the two decades following 
the death of the Prophet #4, the Muslim territories had trebled in size, 
spanning an area of 3.5 million square miles, from Libya in the west, to 
Afghanistan in the East and stretching northwards to Armenia. Non- 
Arab Muslims out-numbered Arabs, and there was an urgent need to 
devise a method for the new converts to be able to study and recite the 
Quran. (Initial delay in this action could be a reason for the appearance 
in the Hadith corpus of variant and aberrant readings of certain words 
and phrases.) In time, modifications and improvements were made to 
the original script, which allowed for easier reading. Some of these 


were: 


1. THE INTRODUCTION OF DIACRITICAL MARKINGS 
(TASHKIL) 


The first modification that was made was the addition of diacritical 
marks, which greatly aided vocalization and eliminated many of the 
errors in recital. The man who is credited with inventing these aids is 
Abū al-Aswad al-Dwali (d. 69/688). He had been taught the basics of 
Arabic grammar by “Ali b. Abi Talib himself, and he was approached by 
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the authorities for a solution to resolve the errors in recitation by the 
non-Arab Muslims. 

It is narrated that Ziyad b. Sumayya, the governor of Basra, 
approached Abū al-Aswad al-Dwali, complaining “These hamra have 
increased in number and are destroying the Arabic language!” He 
then requested him to devise a system that would aid in the correct 
recitation of the Quran. Abū al-Aswad initially refused, not seeing the 
need, but apparently, Ziyad was not a man who gave up easily. He 
instructed a man to sit at a place which Abū al-Aswad frequently 
passed by and when the grammarian was within earshot, he should 
recite the following verse of Al-Tawba: 


(A y 
...that God is free from liability to the idolaters and so is His Messenger... 
(Al-Tawba, 9:3) 
However, Ziyad had instructed the man to recite the last portion with a 
kasra instead of damma, i.e. rasūlihi instead of rasúluhú. Of course, this 
deliberate mis-recital totally changed the meaning of the verse, which 
now said, "...that God is free from liability to the idolaters and (also) to 
His Messenger...” instead of, "...that God is free from liability to the 
idolaters, and so is His Messenger...” 

The ploy achieved the desired result; Abú al-Aswad was appalled, 
and rushed back to the governor and told him that he would accept the 
assignment without delay. A scribe from the tribe of ‘Abd al-Qays was 
hired to assist him and Abū al-Aswad said to the man: 


Take a copy of the Quran and add vowel markings to the verses, in a different 
colour from the text, according to my instructions. When you see that, as I 
pronounce a letter, my lips are open and raised, then place a dot above that letter 
(to indicate a fatha). Whenever you see my lips angle downwards, place a dot 
beneath that letter (to indicate a kasra). And when you see my lips purse, place a 
dot next to the letter (to indicate a damma). And whenever I pronounce these 
letters with ghunna (nasalization), then place two dots in that position, instead of 
one (to indicate the tanwin or indefinite form). 
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Thus, Abü al-Aswad recited the Quran while his aide added the 
vocalization dots. As each folio was completed, Abü al-Aswad would 
check the work for any error. In this manner, the first copy was 
completed, and others then copied this style. 

Not everyone was pleased with this innovation. It is reported that 
the jurist, Hasan al-Basri and the traditionist, Muhammad b. Sirin, who 
both died in 110/728, disliked this practice and considered it makrúh 
(undesirable). Málik b. Anas (d. 179/795) also disapproved, saying, 
“Making marks in the mushaf from which people learn and teach 
others is alright, but it is not desirable to adopt this in every mushaf”% 

Nevertheless, further innovations continued, all with the intention 
of facilitating the proper recitation of the sacred text. The people of 
Medina invented a sign for the tashdid (double letter) in the shape of 
"". In time, Abū al-Aswad's students designed symbols for the sukún 
(a quiescent letter carrying no vowel) as a dash "-" on top of the letter; 
and when an alif al-was/ was preceded by a consonant with a fatha, a 
dash was placed at the top of the a/if when it was preceded by a 
consonant with kasra, a dash was placed below the alif, and when it 
was preceded by a letter with damma, a dash was put across the a/if. 

In later times, more colours were introduced; in Andalucia 
(Muslim Spain) for example, four colours were used for writing the 
verses of the Quran; black for the text, red for the diacritical marks, 
yellow for the hamzas and green for the occurrences of alif al-was1.* 


2. DOTTING THE LETTERS OF THE QUR'ANIC SCRIPT 
(JAM) 


As we have mentioned, in the mushaf of Uthmān there were no dots to 
distinguish between similar letters such as jim, há and kha, etc. There is 
evidence, however, that the dotting system was prevalent even before 
Islam, and the Arabs used the dotted version of the script, especially 
when writing letters or treaties. This, of course, is quite plausible and 


sensible — one can hardly imagine that the original inventors of the 
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script were so lacking in imagination that they proposed the same 
shape of letter for various different sounds! 

When the first mushafs were written, the dot-less version of the 
script was used, because the codices were meant for readers who were 
well versed with the Quran. In time, as we have seen, this led to 
problems for new, non-Arab, Muslims and it was not long before errors 
in recitation began to occur. 

Although Abü al-Aswad had removed much of the difficulty in 
recitation by his innovative addition of vocalization aids, the problem 
of incorrect recitation could only be finally eliminated by dotting, or 
pointing, the similar letters (/jam) and then rewriting the mushaf in 
the dotted version of the script. 

The scholars write that at the time of Hajjaj b. Yusuf al-Thagafī (d. 
95/714), the scribes of the governor of ‘Abd al-Malik b. Marwan in Iraq 
were commissioned to prepare a codex in a script that allowed the 
similar letters to be distinguished from one another. Yahya b. Ya‘mar al- 
“Adawani (d. 129/746) and Nasr b. al-‘Asim (d. 79/698), both students 
of the late Abü al-Aswad, undertook and completed this task. 


3. OTHER MODIFICATIONS 


The work started by Abü al-Aswad al-Dwali was further improved by 
the ideas of the multilingual grammarian Khalil b. Ahmad al-Farahidi 
(d. 175/791) who substituted the dotted vowels with the markings that 
we are more familiar with today (6 , 9 and 2). He also introduced the 
madda, (the lengthening of certain letters), and greatly removed the 
difficulties of reading the Quranic script correctly. 

In the earliest znushafs, there was no indication in the text as to 
where one verse ended and another began. In time, scribes began to 
indicate the verse endings with small markers. There were many styles 
used; some showed an ending by four horizontal dots (....), others used 
dots in a column or triangular shape (..). Later refinements included 


the introduction of special markers indicating five and ten-verse 
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The end of a chapter would normally be recognised by a gap 
followed by the basmala of the next chapter. Later on some decorative 


calligraphy and chapter titles began to make an appearance. 


CONCLUSION 


The revelation was an ongoing process as long as the blessed presence 
of the Prophet & was amongst the people. As new verses were 
revealed, they were added to the record by the scribes. Occasionally, 
the Prophet $2 would direct the scribes to insert the new verse between 
existing verses, for example, he told them to insert the following verse 
between the verse about interest (verse 280) and the one about debt 
(verse 282) in Al-Baqara : 


mmo Y cases C 
And guard yourselves against a day in which you shall be returned to God; then every 
soul shall be paid back in full what it has earned, and they shall not be dealt with 
unjustly. (Al-Baqara, 2:281) 

Since there is no evidence of the Prophet # ever informing the 
Muslims that the Quran was complete, it was always a work in 
progress during his lifetime. For their part, the scribes diligently 
maintained and preserved the sacred text. As verses were revealed, 
they would commit them to memory and record them on suhuf, or 
loose folios. It was only with the passing of the Prophet £5 that the final 
process of jam‘ (collection) - which was to gather the verses in a single 
compilation — could begin. 

Therefore, we can conclude that the Quran was always available 
amongst the Muslims, both in the hearts of the memorizers and in 
written form (although not in the form of a book or mushaf). It is 


possible that the arrangement of many chapters was also known to 
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those who had been entrusted by the Prophet Š to collect it. After his 
passing away, the verses were collected into a single codex. This task, 
accomplished by the consensus of the Muslims, preserved a record of 
the Quranic text against any subsequent disagreement. 

In later times, Uthmān unified the existing codices — some of which 
were incomplete, or contained errors - into a single official compilation 
that would serve as a master from which subsequent copies could be 
made for new generations of Muslims. This is the codex available 
today. 

The evolution of the writing style in the mushaf can be clearly seen 
by studying manuscripts that have survived from the earliest centuries. 
Many of these rare works are on public display at various museums 
around the world and are well worth the visit. The authors have spent 
some time studying the beautiful displays at the Astan-e Quds-e Radavi 
Quran Museum in Mashad, Iran, which has the largest collection of 
Quranic manuscripts (over 11,000) in the world. Other excellent 
examples can be found at the Great Mosque in Sana , the Egyptian 
National Library in Cairo, the British Museum in London and the 
Bibliothéque Nationale in Paris, amongst many other public and 
private collections. 


7.8 - THE QUR'AN IN THE CALLIGRAPHY OF 
‘UTHMAN TAHA 


The Quranic text that is mainly used today, and which we have used 
throughout this book, is the Uthmānic codex in the calligraphy of 
‘Uthman Taha from Damascus and printed and distributed, amongst 
others, by the King Fahd Holy Quran Printing Complex in Riyadh. 


At the end of this mushafthe following has been written: 


This noble mushaf has been recorded by taking into account the reading style of 
Hats b. Sulayman al-Asadi al-Kūfi, from ‘Asim b. Abi al-Najüd al-Küfi, from Abi 
‘Abd al-Rahmán ‘Abdallah b. Habib, from Uthmān b. 'Affān and “Ali b. Abi Talib 
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and Zaid b. Thābit and Ubayy b. Kab, from the Prophet £z. 


Its text has been received through reliable transmitters from the mushafs that the 
righteous caliph, ‘Uthman b. ‘Affan, despatched to Mecca, Basra, Kūfa, Sham and 
the mushaf that was entrusted to the people of Medina, as well as his personal 
mushaf, and copies made from them. And every letter in it conforms to the 
Uthmānic mushaf mentioned previously... 


7.9 - THE QURAN IN BRAILLE 


For centuries, the only option for blind Muslims who wanted to recite 
the Quran was to listen to its recital and attempt to follow it. 
Sometimes, they would memorize parts of what they heard, and 
indeed, over time many blind people memorized the whole Quran. In 
some parts of the Muslim world, the blind were encouraged to 
memorize the Quran and select public recital as a vocation. One of the 
most gifted reciters in Egypt between 1930 and 1950 was Shaykh 
Muhammad Rifat, and he was blind from birth. 

The options for the blind greatly increased with the introduction of 
the first Braille Quran, printed in Egypt in 1952. Another edition was 
published in Tunisia in 1978. 

In 1991, a special press was commissioned in Saudi Arabia for 
printing the Quran in Braille and distributing it freely in the Muslim 
lands. 2000 copies of this edition were published in six volumes of 80 
pages each. Every volume covers five juz’ of the Quran. The volumes 
are quite bulky, because printing is only done on one side of the page, 
each containing 30 lines of text. Unlike the normal printed versions of 
the Quran, the Braille version is set from left to right. The reader is 
required to scan, using two fingers, two successive lines of Braille in 
order to receive the proper information about the verse which they are 
reading. The top line contains the diacritical marks and the second line 
contains the words. A free copy can be obtained from the Saudi 
Ministry of Education in Riyadh. 

More recently, a 30 volume Braille Quran has been printed in Iran. 
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It was on display at the 2005 International Quran Exhibition held in 
Tehran. 
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THE ABSENCE OF DISTORTION 
(TAHRĪF) IN THE QUR'ANIC TEXT 


he allegation of tampering and distortion (tahrif) of the 

Quranic text is a longstanding one and has been discussed 

extensively by Muslim and orientalist researchers alike. The 

vast majority of Muslim scholars, from all. sects, have rejected the 

notion of fahrif outright; and those who believe that the Quran has 

been subjected to tahrif have either relied on weak narrations, or have 

applied literal meanings to traditions that have a figurative 
interpretation (£a wil). 

It is also important to realise that if one cannot prove the 
inviolability of the Quran from tahrif, then the whole of the Quranic 
text becomes suspect; one can no longer rely on any verse, because it 
might well be the one that has been corrupted. In this chapter, we will 
show that this Divinely-protected text has been preserved in its original 
form since its revelation and in fact, this phenomenon itself is an 


integral part of its miraculous nature. 


8.1- LEXICAL AND TECHNICAL DEFINITIONS 
OF TAHRIF 


Tahrif is derived from the root (A-r-f), which means an edge or 
boundary. In the Quran, it is used in this sense in the verse: 


idi 


€x de di Vos uo a uy 
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And among men is he who worships God on the verge [that is, he only 
professes belief orally, but his faith is lacking] . (Al-Haj, 22:11) 


In the exegesis of this verse, Zamakhshari states: 


These people always place themselves at the periphery of religion, not at its 
heart. This is because of their weak and shaky belief, and therefore they are never 
truly at ease (neither amongst believers nor amongst unbelievers). They are like 
those who march at the fringes of the army; if there is victory, they join the rest in 
gathering the booty, but if there is defeat, they are the first to flee...! 

Tahrif in speech or text therefore, signifies a shift or displacement 
from its true and intended meaning. In other words, if a speech or text 
is misinterpreted such that its true or intended meaning is changed, 
tahrif has occurred. In the Quran, this sort of tahrif is attributed to the 
Jews: 

alte! AAA A ME e w 
E analya ye O a A F 
Of those who are Jews (there are those who) alter words (yuharrifūna) 

from their places. (Al-Nisā, 4:46; Al-Ma'ida, 5:13) 
In his exegesis of this verse, Tabrisi writes that this refers to 
misinterpretation, and a similar opinion is held by Zamakhshari, who 
considers “mawadi” (places) in the verse above, to be synonymous 
with “meaning”, or “the suitable place for the usage" of a word. Tahrif, 
according to this definition, occurs every time anyone explains or 
interprets the Quran incorrectly.? 

It is important to be clear what is meant by the term /ahrif in 
common usage, because some types of alteration have occurred in the 
Quran, while other types have not. With reference to the Quran, 
Mat‘ rifat lists seven technical meanings of tahrif: 


1. Tahrif in the meaning of a word or phrase; that is, its incorrect 
exegesis or interpretation, without offering any proof or evidence 
from the narrations. This distortion in meaning has definitely 
occurred, and 'Ali b. Abi Talib complains of this happening even at 
his time, saying. "I complain to Allah about persons who live in 
ignorance and die misguided. For them nothing is less valuable 
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than the Quran if it is recited as it should be recited, nor anything 
more valuable than the Quran if its verses are removed from their 
contexts..." 9 

2. Placing a verse or chapter in a sequence other than that in which it 
was revealed. This has definitely occurred because the present 
arrangement of the Quran is different from the order of its 
revelation. However, it is not strictly tahrif because it was done at 


the direction of the Prophet # (as previously dicussed). 


3. A variant reading from that which is known and accepted. From 
the earliest times, there have been slight variations in reading styles 
amongst the famous readers, or gurrā of the Quran. The books of 
history mention 7, 10, or up to 14 recognised variant readings at 
one time. 


4. Differences in dialect and pronunciation. Every tribe had its own 
dialect, which was distinct from the dialect of the Quraysh. Each 
would recite the Quran in its own dialect, and since the actual 
words of the text were not being altered at all, the Prophet $4 
allowed these small differences in pronunciation. 


5. Substitution of words. This means changing a word for its 
synonym in order to facilitate reading. According to some reports, 
“Abdullah b. Mas'üd allowed this sort of substitution as long as the 
original meaning was unchanged. However, most other scholars 
forbade this practice, and this sort of fahrif is not found in the 
Quran. 


6. Additions to the original Quranic text. Some individual codices of 
the companions contained extra phrases, but on closer 
examination, it is evident that these were no more than personal 
explanatory notes, which served as reminders about the occasion of 
revelation, or meaning, or addressee of the verse. 
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7. Omissions from the Quranic text. There are reports that the 

original text of the Quran far exceeded what we have presently, 

and that these verses have been omitted, either accidentally or 
purposely, from the present codex. 


The main issue when discussing tahrif is to do with this last type; 
the essential question is whether any material has been lost from the 
Quran or not? Amongst the Muslims, there was a group of scholars — 
the Hashawiyyah amongst the Sunnis and the Akhbariyún amongst the 
Shīa - who have reported that this has happened. In support of their 
claims, they cited weak and insubstantial traditions. Two books which 
have become infamous in this genre of Hadith literature are: 


1. Al-Furgan by the Egyptian scholar and heresiographer, Muhammad 
“Abd al-Latif, popularly known as Ibn al-Khatib. He gathered the 
traditions in the six Sunni canonical works (sihāh al-sitta) to attempt to 
show that tahrif had occurred in the Quran. In addition to alleging that 
there were distortions in the codex even before the time of Uthmān, he 
also claimed that eleven essential changes were made to the text by 
Hajjaj b. Yusuf al-Thagafi (d. 95/714), the Ummayad governor in Iraq. 
For example, he says that originally, in chapter Shu‘ara’, in the story of 
Nüh 22 there was the phrase, “min al-mukhrajin”, and in the story of 
Lut 93 there was the phrase, "min al-mamiimin’. However, Hajjaj 
swapped these phrases with each other and that is how they occur 
today. 

The poor scholarship and controversial nature of this book caused 
widespread condemnation, and the scholars of Al-Azhar University 
prevailed on the Egyptian government to get it withdrawn from 


circulation. 


2. Fasl al-Khitab fi Tahrif Kitab Rabb al-Arbab by the Shia scholar, 
Muhammad Husein Nüri (d. 1320/1902). Once again, this book is a 
collection of weak reports, culled from both Sunni and Shia canonical 
sources, as well as some unreliable works of unknown authorship.* 
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This work was a regrettable slip by an eminent scholar, who should 
have been more circumspect in considering the actual meaning and 
worth of the narrations he has cited in making his unsound claims. Its 
publication caused a furore in the seminaries in Najaf and Qom, and 
both book and author came under severe criticism. Almost 
immediately, several books and treatises were written in refutation. 
Interest in this hundred year old and almost-forgotten book was 
revived when it was republished some years ago by mischievous 
hands. All references from the original about tahrif narrations in Sunni 
books were removed by the new publishers in an attempt to make it 
appear that only Shīa sources contained these spurious narrations. 
Sadly, they achieved their goal to some extent, because the belief in 
tahrif is a common allegation against the Shi‘a, found abundantly in 
articles on the internet and elsewhere. The most regrettable part of it is 
that many scholars and imams, who should know better, are guilty of 
propagating these false allegations, that serve only to divide the 
ummah. A final word will not be amiss here. It is the statement of none 
other than the great theologian Abú al-Hasan al-Ash‘ari (d. 323/935), 
whose teachings the majority of Muslims follow in matters of belief: 


The Twelver-Shiía are of two groups: one group is of shallow perception in 
matters of religion. They ascribe to the belief in tahrif, relying on traditions that 
are baseless in the eyes of the scholars of the nation. The other group is of 
scholars and men of intellect, who deny that any addition or omission has 
occurred. They state that the Quran is the same as that which was revealed to the 
Prophet #%, and no tahrif has occurred in it whatsoever.* 


We will now critically examine some of these reports, and then 
show that the correct position is the one adopted by the consensus 
Gjma*) of Muslim scholars across all sects, that there has not been any 
tahrif in the Quran at all, and that the codex found in Muslim hands all 
over the world is exactly the same as that which was revealed to the 
Prophet £&. 
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8.2 - A CRITICAL LOOK AT TRADITIONS 
ABOUT TAHRIF 


In this section we will briefly look at some reports found in the 
important books of traditions. 


TRADITIONS FROM THE SAH/H OF BUKHARI 


1. The verse of stoning: The Quran does not mention the capital 
punishment of stoning for adultery; what is mentioned is flogging (for 
fornication). However, stoning is mentioned in the reliable traditions, 
and is allowed, in special cases, by the jurisprudents.® 

It is narrated that Umar b. al-Khattab believed that there was a 
verse revealed about stoning, but it was missed out during the 
collection of the Quran. Bukhari reports: 


Ibn ‘Abbas narrated that Umar said: “Now then, I am going to tell you something 
which (God) has written for me to say. I do not know; perhaps it portends my 
death, so whoever understands and remembers it, must narrate it to the others 
wherever his mount takes him, but if somebody is afraid that he does not 
understand it, then it is unlawful for him to tell lies about me. God sent 
Muhammad with the Truth and revealed the Holy Book to him, and amongst 
what God revealed, was the verse of the rajm (the stoning of married person, 
male or female, who commits adultery), and we did recite this verse and 
understood and memorized it. God's Apostle did carry out the punishment of 
stoning and so did we after him. 


I am afraid that after a long time has passed, somebody will say, "By God, we do 
not find the verse of the rajm in God's Book," and thus they will go astray by 
abandoning an obligation which God has revealed. And the punishment of the 
rajm is to be inflicted to any married person, who commits adultery, if the 
required evidence is available, or there is conception or confession.” 


2. The verse about claiming to be offspring of other than one's father: 
*Umar also claimed that another verse which was missing from the 
official codex was one that warned people about claiming to be the 
offspring of any but their own fathers. Bukhari reports: 
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And then we used to recite among the verses in God's Book: “O people! Do not 
claim to be the offspring of other than your fathers, as it is disbelief (ingratitude) 
on your part that you claim to be the offspring of other than your real father.” 


It is obvious from the above that “Umar was confusing narrations 
from the Prophet #% with verses. The words of the two phrases bear 
no semblance to the Quranic style, and moreover, nobody else 
corroborated his claim, and it was rejected outright by the eminent 
scribes. 


TRADITIONS FROM THE SAH/H OF MUSLIM 


1. A missing chapter the length of Al-Tawba. Muslim reports that this 
was the opinion of Abū Musa al-Ash‘ari, who also claimed that a 
chapter the length of one of the Musabbihat (chapters beginning with 
the glorification of God) had also gone missing. He states: 


Abū Harb b. Abi al-Aswad reported on the authority of his father that Abū Misa 
al-Ash'ari sent for the reciters of Basra. They came to him and they were three 
hundred in number. They recited the Quran and he said: You are the best among 
the inhabitants of Basra, for you are the reciters among them. So continue to 
recite it. (But bear in mind) that your reciting for a long time may not harden 
your hearts as were hardened the hearts of those before you. We used to recite a 
chapter which resembled in length and severity to Al-Barāa. I have, however, 
forgotten it with the exception of this which I remember out of it: “If there were 
two valleys full of riches for the son of Adam, he would long for a third valley, 
and nothing would fill the stomach of the son of Adam but dust (the grave).” 


And we used so recite a chapter which resembled one of the chapters of 
Musabbihat, and I have forgotten it, but remember (this much) out of it: “Oh 
people who believe, why do you say that which you do not practice, so it is 
recorded in your necks as a witness (against you) and you would be asked about 
it on the day of Resurrection”? 


This last phrase is a Divine statement (hadith al-qudsi)!° which Abū 
Masa has confused with a verse of the Quran. The phrase about the 
children of Adam not being content until they died (and their bellies 
filled with dust) has been mentioned as a prophetic tradition by 
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Muslim himself in the same chapter of his Sahih. 

As for the two chapters that were allegedly no longer to be found, 
one can only imagine the amusement that must have been caused in 
the minds of the 300 experts that Abú Músa had summoned to listen to 
his rather pretentious speech. 


2. The verse about how many times a woman would breast-feed a 
foster baby before the child would be mahram (forbidden for marriage) 
to her: ‘Ayisha claimed that there was a verse in the Quran about how 
many times a foster suckling would have to be nursed before he 
became mahram. Apparently, it was initially ten times, but this was 
then abrogated to five clear feedings. Muslim narrates: 


“Ayisha reported that it had been revealed in the Holy Quran that ten clear 
sucklings make the marriage unlawful. Then it was abrogated to five sucklings 
and when God's Apostle $ died, it (the verse about five sucklings) was still in 
the Holy Quran (and recited by the Muslims).!! 


However, the leaves on which this verse was recorded were 
supposedly eaten by a wayward goat at the time of the passing of the 
Prophet # and thus, was never entered into the official codex. What 
can one say about this tradition — which makes a mockery of the 
Prophet's fX lifelong efforts to preserve the Quran - except to 
categorically state that it is obviously a false report? 


TRADITIONS FROM AZ-KĀFĪ OF KULAYNI 


1. That the Quran in the hands of the Muslims is incomplete: In the 
chapter entitled, "No one has the entire Quran except the Imams, and 
only they possess its entire knowledge.", Kulayni reports through his 
chain of narrators from Al-Sadiq that: 


No one claims to possess the entire Quran in the manner that it was revealed, 
except a liar; no one has collected it and memorized it in the manner that God 
revealed it except Ali b. Abi Talib, and the Imams who followed him, God's 
blessings be upon all of them.'? 
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This tradition is more about the completeness of knowledge claimed by 
Al-Sadig than it is about the incompleteness of the Quran. A careful 
study of its text will reveal that what Al-Sadiq is saying here is that the 
correct interpretation, the full knowledge of the occasions of revelation 
of the verses, etc., of the Quran is available only through ‘Ali and the 
Imams from his progeny. It is well documented!’ that “Ali had 
prepared such a compilation, which in addition to the verses of the 
Quran, also contained information about the exegesis and occasions of 


revelation of the verses. 


2. That the Quran originally contained 17,000 ** verses: The Quran 
contains a little over 6200 verses, but Kulayni reports from Al-Sadiq 
that: 


The Quran that Jibra'il brought down to the Prophet #3 contained 17000 verses.!5 


Similarly exaggerated figures are found in weak reports throughout 
Muslim Hadith literature. For example, Al-Suyüti reports that ‘Umar b. 
al-Khattāb said that, “The Quran contains one million and twenty 
seven thousand letters, and whoever recites the Quran for the sake of 
God and with perseverance, will receive for each of these letters a 
heavenly maiden as a reward."!6 Suffice to say, all such reports can 
only be considered as false. 

In conclusion, we can say that all these eminent hadith collectors — 
Bukhari, Muslim, Kulayni and others - were only reporting and 
recording what they had received through chains of narrators which 
were of varying reliability. It is to be expected that weak and false 
traditions have found their way into these valuable Hadith resources, 
because of the very nature of oral reporting. This is not to say that it 
was the opinion of these great scholars that the Quranic text was 
incomplete or corrupted, because they never claimed that their own 
collections were completely authentic. In fact, they encouraged scholars 
to study and compare their reports against the Quran and other 
reports, and then decide on their reliability. 


CHAPTER 8: THE ABSENCE OF TAHRIF 143 
aR—_—_—___ — —__—— _——— —_—_—_ ss ee 


8.3 - EVIDENCE THAT THE QUR’AN IS FREE 
FROM TAHRĪF 


1. HISTORICAL EVIDENCE 


From the very first day of its revelation, the Quran was available to 
believers and non-believers alike. The Prophet f$ himself memorized 
the verses, as did many Muslims. He also arranged for a systematic 
recording of the verses from the beginning of revelation, and these 
collections were carefully stored by several scribes. 

There were so many records, that even non-Muslims had easy 
access to the Quranic text. Otherwise, how could they be challenged to 
produce a chapter like it: 


2s PE era ca AAE < a 
AEs e g pl Late (Je WI GES ol > 


Dust Bh o īsā iš 
And if you are in doubt as to that which We have revealed to Our servant, then produce a 
chapter like it and call on your witnesses besides God if you are truthful. 
(Al-Bagara, 2:23) 
In addition to the foregoing, the Quran received an extraordinary 
amount of attention from scholars from the earliest times. The text was 
subject to various analyses as the Muslims attempted to understand 
every facet of its meaning. Every scholar in Muslim lands, whether he 
was studying botany, history, literature or philosophy, would refer to 
the Quran as a source. This kind of detailed scrutiny, within all Muslim 
centres of learning, virtually eliminated the possibility of any distortion 


or incompleteness occurring in the text. 


2. THE FACT THAT THE QURAN HAS BEEN WIDELY 
TRANSMITTED IN EVERY GENERATION (TA WĀTUR) 


An important feature of the Quran is that the transmission of its verses 


144 QURANIC SCIENCES 
is mutawātir. This means that it has been transmitted through multiple 
and diverse sources at every stage following its revelation, and in every 
generation. Every phrase, word and even vowel of its text has been 
faithfully passed down from hand to hand by different Muslims in 
different lands at different times. Therefore, any isolated reports about 
variations in the text must be disregarded because their reliability does 
not approach the mutawātir nature of the Quran's transmission. The 
eminent theologian, Hilli (d. 726/1325) says in this regard: 
The consensus of the scholars is that whatever has reached us of the Quran by 
means of tawātur is a hujja (authority) and anything else is unreliable; (this is) 
because the Quran is a proof of prophethood and the everlasting miracle of 


Islam, and it can only be such a proof if its transmission is at the level of 
tawátur 


3. THE INIMITABILITY (/‘JAZ) OF THE QUR'AN 


One of the most important safeguards against any corruption in the 
Quran is its inimitable nature. Any attempt to change, add or remove 
from its text would immediately cause a disharmony in its perfect 
eloquence and consistency. If such an attempt is made deliberately, it is 
bound to fail, for God challenges: 
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Say: If men and jinn should combine together to bring the like of this Quran, they 
could not bring the like of it, though some of them were helpers of others. (Al-Isra', 17:88) 


4. THE DIVINE GUARANTEE OF THE PRESERVATION OF 
THE QUR'AN 


A matter of great peace of mind and contentment for Muslims is God’s 
assurance that He will Himself undertake the responsibility of 
safeguarding the Quran: 
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Indeed, We have revealed the Reminder (the Ouran) and 
We will most surely be its guardian. (Al-Hijr, 15:9) 
This argument may be considered somewhat tautological, unless it is 
established that this one verse is definitely a verse of the Quran; and 
since there has been no doubt recorded in this regard, it suffices to 
validate the entire book. 


5. RELIABLE TRADITIONS ABOUT THE ABSOLUTE 
AUTHORITY OF THE QUR'AN 


Further proofs of the safety of the Quranic text from any tampering 
come from the traditions of the Prophet $2 about it. In one report, it is 
narrated that he said, “For every reality, there is a truth which makes 
that reality known, and for every goodness there is a light which 
guides towards it (and the Quran is that truth and light). Therefore, 
accept whatever (in the traditions) conforms to the Quran, and reject 
whatever contradicts it.!$ And the clearest and most compelling proof 
comes from the celebrated and unanimously reported tradition of the 
“two weighty things” or thagalayn. Muslim reports: 


One day God's Messenger (may peace be upon him) stood up to deliver sermon 
at a watering place known as Khumm situated between Mecca and Medina. He 
praised God, extolled Him and delivered a sermon and exhorted (us) and said: 
Now to our purpose. O people, I am (just) a human being. I am about to receive a 
messenger (the angel of death) from my Lord and 1 will respond to God's call, 
(would bid farewell to you), but I am leaving among you two weighty things: the 
first is the Book of God in which there is true guidance and light, so hold fast to 
the Book of God and adhere to it. He exhorted (us) (to hold fast) to the Book of 
God and then said: The second are the members of my household; I remind you 


(of your duties) to the members of my family...1° 


There is no doubt that the Prophet # was clear, as were the Muslims, 
what Quran was being referred to; and for the Muslims there was no 
ambiguity with regards to its text or its accessibility, because there is no 


146 QUR'ANIC SCIENCES 
XK ————————————— 


record of anybody raising an objection about this clear directive. 

In conclusion, we can categorically and confidently state that the 
Quran which we have amongst us has been faithfully preserved from 
the time of its revelation to the Prophet #%, and no corruption or tahrif 
has occurred in it at all. And this is the view and belief of all the 


Muslims. 
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ABROGATION (NASKH) AND THE 
QUR'AN 


uslim scholars and researchers have always been interested 

in the abrogated and abrogating verses in the Ouran, not 

least because they have an impact on jurisprudence. Al- 
Sulami narrates that ‘Ali b. Abi Talib once met a jurist of Kūfa and asked 
him, “Are you conversant with the abrogating and abrogated verses?” 
When the man replied in the negative, ‘Ali said to him, “You have 
ruined yourself and ruined others”.! The same event is narrated by 
Zarkashi in A/-Burhàn and Al-Suyüti in A/-/tgān, except that they 
mention that the conversation was not with a jurist (gàdi), but a 
storyteller (gassī).? 

From the earliest days, scholars have written about naskh. In his 
index, Ibn al-Nadim (d. 380/990) has listed 17 books on the subject that 
were available at his time. One of the first to write a book about naskh 
was Qatadah (d. 117/735). Many writers followed, and the early ones 
amongst them include: Al-Zuhri (d. 125/742), Ibn Sab al-Kalbi (d. 
146/763), Ibn al-Hanbal (d. 241/855), Al-Tirmidhi (d. 280/893) and Ibn 
Hazm al-Andalüsi (d. 320/932). This last book is the oldest one still 
extant. 

A comprehensive list of the writers on the subject of naskh 
throughout history, with comments about their books, can be found in 
Dr Mustafa Zaid's seminal work, A/-Nasikh fi al-Quran al-Karim. 
Another useful work is an index of 71 works compiled in the 
compendium, Ulam-e Quran wa Fehrist-e Manabi" by “Abd al- 
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Wahhab al-Tāligānī. 


9.1 - THE POSSIBILITY OF NASKH 


Every progressive society undergoes stages of growth; as conditions 
change, its legislators present new laws, or alter the existing ones, to 
accommodate fresh needs or to counter the unforeseen effects of 
previous laws. Such is always the case with man-made constitutions. 
Does this situation exist for Divinely-ordained law as well? This is one 
of the key questions that we are concerned with when we discuss the 
possibility of abrogation or naskh in the Quran. 

The difficulty with abrogation when considering laws ordained by 
God is a fundamental one; it is inconceivable that God, the Omniscient, 
may ordain a law that is imperfect, or one that proves to be unworkable 
and require amendment. Since this sort of abrogation is incompatible 
with theological principles, it follows that naskh can only be explained 
as an essential requirement for the gradual nurturing of man to 
perfection. And when the religion is perfected as the mission of a 
prophet draws to a close, there is no further need for abrogation. Thus, 
in the case of Divine law, abrogation can be likened to treatments 
prescribed by a physician — a course of treatment may be necessary at 
one stage, and when a certain level of physical well-being is achieved, 
the treatment and medication may be modified by something which is 


more suitable. This explanation conforms with the Quran: 
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Whatever communications ec or cause to be forgotten, We bring one better 
than it or like it. (Al-Bagara, 2:106) 

Usually, an abrogated verse will contain a clue that it is a transitory 
order, which will be abrogated in due course. For example, in verse 
4:15, about those women who commit acts of lewdness, God says, 
“...confine them to the houses until death takes them away, or Allah 
opens some way for them”, indicating a temporal nature to the 
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injunction. This verse is considered by some exegetes to have been later 
abrogated by the verse of flogging: 
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The fornicatress and the fornicator, flog each of them a hundred stripes... 
(Al-Nūr, 24:2) 

It is also worth mentioning that in the matter of naskh, the opinion 
of scholars varies between those who mention many instances of naskh 
in the Quran? and those who, as a matter of principle, deny its 
existence at all? Al-Suyüti lists 21 instances of naskh in his A/-Jtgan, 
Shah Wali Allah (d. 1175/1762) reduces this number to five, while AI- 
Khü'i accepts only one (the najwā verse — 58:12), which he states is a 
special case, revealed to test the character of the Muslims. 

A major factor in this difference in opinion is the exact definition 
and scope of the term naskh itself. In early narrations, the mention of 
naskh did not automatically mean abrogation as we understand it 
today; this fact has led to a vastly exaggerated count for the instances of 
abrogation in the Quran. 


Another factor is the exact meaning of “aya” in verse 2:106, quoted 
above. While many exegetes believe that it refers to the verses of the 
Quran, some consider it to also refer to previous prophets and 
scriptures and not just to the Quran itself. In this regard, Tabataba’i 


Says: 


Abrogation is not a thing confined to only the religious laws; it holds its place in 
the sphere of creation too... Although the abrogative differs from the abrogated in 
its form, both have one thing in common - the perfection and the benefit. When a 
prophet dies and another is sent in his place — and both of them are the signs of 
Allah, one abrogating the other — it takes place in total conformity with the 
natural system. It all depends on the varying needs of the society's welfare, on 
the ever-changing level of man's rise to perfection. Likewise, when a religious 
law is replaced by another, the abrogating one has the same power as the 
abrogated one had, to lead to the spiritual and temporal well-being of the 
individual and the society.$ 
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Finally, the author of the exegesis, Jami‘ al-Ta^wil, Abū Muslim al- 
Isfahani (d. 934/1527), is of the opinion that aya in the verse 2:106 
means a “miracle”. This is the meaning in verse 17:101, where God 
states that Müsa 93 was strengthened with nine clear “ayat”. In this 
case, the meaning of the verse 2:106 is that God is able to give each 
successive prophet a better or equivalent miracle to the last; many of 
these prophets and their miracles have been long forgotten with the 
passage of time. Which is why, Isfahani adds, the verse ends with the 
statement, " Do you not realize that God is all-Powerful?” 


9.2 - DEFINITION OF NASKH 


In its lexical meaning, naskh denotes removal and cancellation (izalah), 
such as in the phrase, nasakhat al-rih athar al-masby (the wind 
removed the footprint). This is the meaning in the verse: 
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And We did not send before you any apostle or prophet, but when he desired, the Satan 
made a suggestion respecting his desire; but Allah cancels (fayansakhu) that which the 
Satan casts, then does Allah establish His signs; and Allah is Knowing, Wise. 
(Al-Haj, 22:52) 
It also signifies progression and substitution (fanasukh), relocation 
(naql) and transformation (fahwil) of something from one state to 
another, while its essence remains unchanged, as in the term tanāsukh 
al-arwàh (reincarnation) Finally, it signifies transcribing (istinsakh) or 
copying (intisakh). In the following verse, the term has been used in 
this latter sense: 
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This 1s Our book that speaks against you with justice; surely We wrote (nastansikhu ) 
what you did. (Al-Jāthiya, 45:29) 
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In the early days of exegesis, the term naskh was applied to all 
general ordinances which were restricted or qualified by a later verse. 
In actuality, this was not abrogation, but specification (takhsis). It was 
also used when a verse was revealed that changed an existing custom 
or norm in society. 

Over time, the usage of the term naskh has came to be restricted to 
“the complete abolition, or suspension, of a previous religious ruling — 
which had apparently been of a permanent nature — by a new religious 
command, in a manner that it replaces the former ruling and the two 
cannot exist together." Tabataba'i is of the opinion that naskh may also 
signify that the time period of an order has come to its end; that it is no 
longer valid or in force. Of course, this definition does not include 
those rulings which are not in force because their external conditions 
no longer apply, such as the end of the obligation to fast once the 
month of Ramadan has passed, or the end of the obligation to pray the 
salat when the appointed time has elapsed. 

With reference to the Quran, naskh does not result in the 
obliteration of a verse, turning it into a non-being. Its only effect is the 
cancellation of the directive contained in the abrogated verse. To 
understand better what naskh signifies with regards to the Quran, we 
need to consider the verses: 
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Whatever communications We abrogate or cause to be forgotten, We bring one better 
than it or like it. Do you not know that Allah has power over all things? 
(Al-Baqara, 2:106) 


Tabataba'i states about this verse that: 


It should be noted that the Quranic verse has been described as a "sign", that is, a 
mark that points to another thing; a verse is a sign pointing to a Divine 
command. When abrogated, the verse remains in existence as before, but loses its 
quality as a sign — no longer does it point to an order, as the order is now 


cancelled.? 
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Of course, the abrogated verse still plays a part in as a feature of the 
inimitability and challenge of the Quran, amongst other things. 


The difference between the terms naskh (abrogation) and insā” 


(forgotten) in the verse, is that in the case of naskh, a previously 
existing and known ruling has been substituted by a new one, while 


insg refers to a ruling that has been forgotten or distorted over time. 


9.3 - THE CONDITIONS FOR NASKH 


With regards to the Quran, there are several conditions which are 


required for naskh to take place. 


Îl. 


The abrogated (mansúkh) verse must be a ruling of the sharia. 
Therefore, rational principles, moral truths or historical events 
cannot be abrogated. However, if a ruling is qualified or confined) 
in any way by the new verse, then this is not strictly naskh, but 
specification (¢akhsis). 


The conditions for which the two verses apply must be the same, as 
there can exist different rulings in different conditions, without 
naskh. 


The abrogated verse must not have been a ruling that was meant 
for a limited time only. If it was temporary to begin with, its 


replacement by a new verse is not naskh. 


The two verses must be mutually exclusive so that both rulings 


cannot exist simultaneously, otherwise naskh has not occurred. 


The abrogating verse (nasíkh) must have been revealed later than 
the verse it abrogates (mansúkh). Although obvious, knowing 
which verse was revealed earlier allows exegetes and jurists to 
decide whether naskh has occurred. 


In jurisprudence, abrogation applies only to the Quran and sunna. 


Its application to rulings derived by 4g/ (reason) or ijma‘ 
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(consensus) is not valid. Furthermore, givas (analogy), for the 
jurists who allow it, cannot abrogate the Quran and sunna, because 

its principal function is to extend the existing rulings of these two 


primary sources to similar cases for which no ruling exists. 


7. Finally, the possibility of naskh is confined to the lifetime of the 


Prophet only. Only he had the authority to repeal an existing 
ruling. !0 


9.4 - THE MODES OF NASKH IN THE QUR'AN 


There are four kinds of naskh mentioned in relation to the Ouran: 


1. Abrogation of the verse and the ruling 
2. Abrogation of the verse only 
3. Abrogation of the ruling only 


4. Conditional abrogation 


We will consider each of these in turn. 


1. ABROGATION OF THE TEXT OF THE VERSE AND ITS 
RULING 


In this type of abrogation — which has not occurred in the Quran, in 
our opinion - the verse no longer exists in the Quran, and the ruling it 
contained has also been repealed. In other words, both its tilawa 
(recital) and hukm (ruling) have been rescinded. The usual example 
quoted for this kind of abrogation is the report by Muslim from 
“Ayisha: 

“Ayisha reported that it had been revealed in the Holy Quran that ten clear 

sucklings make the marriage (between a male and female nursed by the same 


mother) unlawful. Then the verse was abrogated to “five clear sucklings” and 
(when) God's apostle $$ died, the “five sucklings” was still in the Holy Qur'an 
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(and recited by the Muslims)." 


The verses were written on some leaves that were stored under the bed. 
These were allegedly eaten by a goat and thus both the abrogating and 
abrogated verses were lost forever.!? 

It is clear that this narration is baseless, for it portrays the Quran as 
a document that was stored so precariously that it became vulnerable 
to the foraging of a domestic animal! Moreover, it brings the 
authenticity and completeness of the whole of the Quran into doubt. 
The scholars who hold this narration to be correct have forgotten that 
the Quran was memorised and recorded by many Muslims. The 
narration itself states that Muslims used to recite this verse; if so, how 
could it have been excluded from the compiled copy without objections 
from many quarters? a 

In fact, no such abrogation has taken place in the Quran and the 
best evidence for this is the reassurance of God, Himself: 
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Indeed, We have revealed the Reminder and We will most surely be its guardian. 
(Al-Hijr, 15:9) 


2. ABROGATION OF THE TEXT OF THE VERSE ONLY 


In this type of abrogation, the verse no longer exists in the Quran, but 
the ruling it contained exists and is in force. In other words, the verse is 
abrogated but the ruling is not. The common example cited for this 
type of abrogation is the “stoning” verse — al-shaykhu wa‘ shaykhatu 
idhā zaniyā farjumūhumā (if the married man and married woman 
commit adultery, then stone them) - in a narration attributed to Ibn 
‘Abbas, quoting Umar b. al-Khattab: 


God sent Muhammad with the Truth and revealed the Holy Book to him, and 
amongst what God revealed was the verse of the rajm (the stoning of a married 
person, male or female, who commits adultery), and we did recite this verse and 
understood and memorized it. God’s Apostle carried out the punishment of 
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stoning and so did we after him. 


Tam afraid that after a long time has passed, somebody will say, “By God, we do 
not find the verse of the rajm in God's Book,” and thus they will go astray by 
abandoning an obligation which God has revealed. And the punishment of the 
rajm is to be inflicted to any married person, who commits adultery, if the 
required evidence is available or there is conception or confession.!? 


Other verses are also mentioned in this category, for instance, Bukhari 
adds that Umar said: 


And then we used to recite among the verses in God's Book: “an lā targhabū an 
ābāikum fa innahu kufrun bikum” — (Do not claim) to be the offspring of other 
than your fathers, as it is disbelief (ingratitude) on your part ..."!4 


The Quran only talks about flogging the adulterer; there is no verse 
about stoning. It is quite possible that these were narrations from the 
Prophet £x that ‘Umar was recalling, and confusing with actual verses. 
This is clear because not a single companion, not even Zaid b. Thabit 
(who had embarked on an official compilation at the behest of Abū 
Bakr and Umar) agreed with him that these were verses of the Qur'an. 
For this reason, subsequent scholars were compelled to conjecture that 
this was a verse which was abrogated, while its ruling remained in 
force. However, this is unlikely, and furthermore, the report about the 
allegedly missing verse about stoning is a solitary report (Khabar al- 
wahid ) and neither naskh nor any Quranic text can be proved by such 
a report. 

Another narration states that the phrase, “al-waladu Ii7 firash wa lil 
@hir al-hajr” (the child belongs to the marriage, and for the adulterer 
there is stoning), was a verse that has been lost.!? In fact, this is a well 
known hadith from the Prophet $2 and is not a verse of the Quran. 


3. ABROGATION OF THE RULING ONLY 


This is the kind of abrogation that has been generally accepted by all 
the jurists and exegetes, at least as a possibility. In this kind of 
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abrogation, the original verse remains part of the Quran, but its ruling 
has been replaced, or abrogated, by a different ruling. There are three 


ways this can happen: 


I. THE ORIGINAL RULING IS ABROGATED BY A RELIABLE 
TRADITION FROM THE PROPHET 3 (SUNNA) 


The example quoted here is the following verse: 
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And those of you who die and leave wives behind, (make) a bequest in favour of their 
wives of maintenance for a year without turning (thern) out, and if they themselves go 
away, there is no blame on you for what they do of lawful deeds by themselves, and 
Allah is Mighty, Wise. (Al-Bagara, 2:240) 
It is reported that according to the prevailing practice at that time, the 
inheritance of the widow was confined to a year's maintenance from 
her husband's estate, and no more. Her waiting period (7dda) was also 
one year. When verse 4:12 was revealed, which fixed the widow's 
inheritance at one-quarter in the absence of any issue, and the period of 
idda for a widow was stipulated as four months and ten days in verse 
2:234, the whole contents of the verse was considered as abrogated, 
based on several traditions in this regard. 


II. THE ORIGINAL RULING IS ABROGATED BY ANOTHER VERSE, 
WHICH IS ADDRESSING THE SAME ISSUE. 


An example of this, where all scholars are agreed that naskh has taken 
place is the “private audience (najwa)” verse: 16 
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O you who believe! when you consult the Messenger privately, then offer something in 
charity before your consultation; that is better for you and purer; but if you do not find, 
then surely God is Forgiving, Merciful. (Al-Mujādila, 58:12) 


which was abrogated a few days later by the next verse: 
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Do you fear that you will not (be able to) give in charity before your consultation? So 
when you do not do it and God has turned to you (mercifully), then keep up prayer and 
pay the poor-rate and obey God and His Messenger; and God is Aware of what you do. 

(Al-Mujādila, 58:13) 


Tabari reports about these verses: 


“Ali, may God be pleased with him, said, "There is a verse in the Book of God, on 
which no one has acted before me nor shall anyone after me. I had a dinar which 
I exchanged for ten dirhams. Whenever I came to the Prophet #%, I gave one 
dirham in charity. Then it was abrogated, and no one had acted upon it before 
me: (The verse was) " When you consult the Messenger privately..."? 


It is clear that naskh has taken place, because the two rulings cannot 
exist side by side, and the second verse does not make sense if 
isolated from the first. 

Another example of this type of abrogation is the verse about the 


number of the enemy that perseverant Muslims may overcome: 
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O Prophet! Urge the believers to war; if there are twenty patient ones of you they shall 
overcome two hundred, and if there are a hundred of you they shall overcome a 
thousand of those who disbelieve, because they are a people who do not understand. 

(Al-Anfal, 8:65) 
Despite the encouragement offered in this verse, the Muslims displayed 
reluctance and did not feel that they could overcome that many. As a 
result of their weak resolve and faith, God reduced the expectation 


from a Muslim warrior from facing ten enemies to two: 
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For the present God has made light your burden, and He knows that there is weakness in 

you; so if there are a hundred patient ones of you they shall overcome two hundred, and 

if there are a thousand they shall overcome two thousand by God's permission, and God 
is with the patient. (Al-Anfal, 8:66) 

This set of verses is very similar to the two verses about the private 
audience (najwa); in both cases, the shortcoming in the resolve of the 
believers was evident and the ruling was abrogated to lighten their 
burden, permitting Muslim soldiers to stop resisting if the number of 
enemy was double theirs. 

Al-Khivi, however, disagrees that naskh has occurred, stating that it 
is not certain that the two verses were not revealed together; moreover, 
for abrogation to occur, the ruling in the first verse has to have been 
acted upon, and there is no evidence that that ever happened. He 
believes that the two verses were revealed together; the first ruling is 
the recommended and commendable act, while the second sets out the 
duty and obligation of the Muslim.!? 

However, Al-Khūī's opinion is problematic; first, he has not 
presented evidence that the verses were revealed together, in fact, the 
tone of the verses seems to suggest the contrary. Only after the 
Muslims displayed the weakness of their resolve was the burden 
lightened. Secondly, it is not necessary for the first ruling to be acted 
upon for naskh to be valid; abrogation may occur even if the first 
ruling was not acted upon, for example, if it proved too difficult for the 
Muslims.!? 


III. THE ORIGINAL RULING IS ABROGATED BY ANOTHER VERSE, 
WHICH IS NOT ADDRESSING THE SAME ISSUE, BUT APPEARS TO 
CONTRADICT THE FIRST VERSE. 


In these cases, the verse which was revealed later is considered as 
abrogating (nasikh) and the earlier verse as abrogated (mansükh). 
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Several examples have been mentioned in this regard. We will only 
quote two such verses: 
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Surely those who -— 'ed and fled (their homes) and struggled hard in Allah's way 
with their property and their souls, and those who gave shelter and helped - 
these are guardians (awliya) of each other; (Al-Anfal, 8:72) 
This verse contained a ruling about inheritance between brothers-in- 
faith. The word awliya, plural of wali, denotes close relatives, who may 
inherit. At the time of migration, the Prophet # established bonds of 
brotherhood between one each from the migrants (muhājirūn) and 
their helpers from the host Muslim community in Medina (ansar). Such 
was the strength of these bonds, that when this verse was revealed, 
every migrant would appoint his adopted brother from amongst the 
helpers as his heir, in preference to his relatives back in Mecca who 
were unbelievers and idolaters.20 This directive was in force until the 
following verse was revealed, restricting inheritance to blood relatives 
(ulul arhàm) only: 
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.. and the possessors of relationship have "Es better claim in the ordinance of God to 
inheritance, one with respect to another, than (other) believers, and (than) those who 
have fled (their homes)... (Al-Ahzab, 33:6) 

Al-Khivi has discussed all these three methods of abrogation at 
some length, and only recognises the second type - the abrogation of a 
verse by another verse about the same issue.?! 

With regards to the first type, Al-Shafii and Ahmad b. Hanbal 
consider that even a mutawātir (successively-narrated) tradition 
cannot abrogate the Quran, citing the following verse: 


ki 


f Sé US E Má a E A WHE 5» 


160 QURANIC SCIENCES 


And when We change (one) communication for (another) communication, and Allah 
knows best what He reveals, they say: You are only a forger. Nay, most of them do not 
know. (Al-Nahl, 16:101) 

Al-Khüi, however, allows that there is no rational or textual 
problem with a mutawátir tradition abrogating a Quranic ruling, but 
he cannot find a single instance of this having occurred. In the example 
we quoted about the inheritance of a widow, Al-Khü'i maintains that 
this was a recommended ruling and not a binding one, because of the 
words, "and if they themselves depart". He finds no contradiction 
between this verse and the two verses that supposedly abrogated it, 
and concludes that no abrogation has taken place. 

He also rejects strongly the idea that there can be any contradictions 
between verses (the third type, where abrogation is assumed because of 
a supposed contradiction between two verses), because the Qur'an 
itself states: 
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Do they not then meditate on the Quran? And if it were from any other than God, they 

would have found therein much incongruity. (Al-Nisā, 4:82) 


4. CONDITIONAL ABROGATION 


This idea has been mentioned by Ma'rifat, who describes certain verses 
having undergone a conditional abrogation (naskh al-mashrat), and if 
the original conditions resume or prevail at a later time and location, 
then the earlier verse is no longer abrogated and comes back in force.22 
For example, he cites the initial weakness of the Muslims as the reason 
why they were urged to be cautious and ignore the behaviour of the 
disbelievers, but as Muslims gained strength, they were instructed to 
confront them. In the case of war, initially permission was given to 
fight the enemy: 
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Permission (to fight) is given to those upon whom war is made because they are 


oppressed, and most surely God is well able to assist them (Al-Haj, 22:39) 


Later on, pre-emptive measures were ordained against those who 


would harm the Muslims: 
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And prepare against them what force you can and horses tied at the frontier, to frighten 
thereby the enemy of God and your enemy and others besides them, whom you do not 
know (but) God knows them; and whatever thing you will spend in God's way, it will be 
paid back to vou fully and you shall not be dealt with unjustly. And if they incline to 
peace, then incline to it and trust in God; surely He is the Hearing, the Knowing. 
(Al-Anfal, 8:60, 61) 


Finally, as soon as the time was right, idols and idolaters were removed 


from Mecca for all time: 
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5o when the sacred months have passed away, then slay the idolaters wherever you find 
them, and take them captives and besiege them and lie in wait for them in every ambush, 


then if they repent and keep up prayer and pay the poor-rate, leave their way free to 
them; surely God is Forgiving, Merciful. (Al-Tawba, 9:5) 


Thus, according to Ma'rifat, if this former weakness comes back, then 


the previous rulings apply once more. 
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9.5 - ABROGATION IN CREATION (BADA’) 


Finally, abrogation is not a phenomenon confined to only religious 
laws (shariah); it can apply in the sphere of creation (takwin) too. The 
doctrine of badā; which can be considered as a type of naskh or 
modification in the sphere of creation, is a contentious one amongst the 
scholars. Often, it is poorly understood, and rejected because, once 


more, it seems incompatible with God’s omniscience. 


Of course, there is no doubt that the entire universe is under God’s 
constant sovereignty and also that His knowledge has eternally 
encompassed everything. The continued existence of any existent being 
is constantly dependent on the will of God. God's omnipotence means 
that at every moment, He is in full control of his creation; it is not as the 
Jews say, that since everything is already destined to happen, all 
existents, including God Himself, are mere spectators: 
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And the Jews say:The hand of God is tied up! Their hands shall be shackled and they 
shall be cursed for what they say. Nay, both His hands are spread out, He expends as 
He pleases... (Al-Ma'ida, 5:64) 

In fact, bada” is not at all incompatible with God's omniscience. To 
understand it further, we must examine the nature of Divine 
knowledge and decree. The first kind of Divine decree is the one whose 
knowledge is exclusively for God and He does not disclose it to any of 
His creatures. There is no question of bada” in this kind of decree, and 
in fact, bada springs from this absolute knowledge. About this, God 

Says: 
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Say: No one in the heavens and the earth knows the unseen but God; and they do not 
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know when they shall be raised. (Al-Naml, 27:65) 


The second type of divine decree is the one about which God informs 
His prophets and His angels. He gives them information about matters 
that will definitely occur. Once more, there is no occurrence of badā” in 
this either. The only difference is that bada’ does not originate from this 
knowledge. About this, God says: 
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The Knower of the unseen! So He does not reveal His secrets to any, except to him whom 
He chooses as a messenger; for surely He makes a guard to march before him and after 
him. (Al-Jinn, 72:26, 27) 

The final type of divine decree, which God has also informed His 
prophets and His angels about, is one which may materialize if God 
wills. This is the type which is influenced by man's actions; his 
supplications, his offering of charity (sadaqa) and his deeds. It is in this 
conditional decree (a/-qada' al-mawqúf) that bada’ occurs. And in this 
regard, God says: 
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God effaces whatever He pleases and establishes whatever He pleases; and with Him is 
the Essence of the Book (Umm al-Kitab ). (Al-Ra'd, 13:39) 

The belief in badā” is a clear acknowledgement that the survival and 
well-being of creation is dependent on the continual attention of God, 
and that His will ultimately affects everything. This belief rejects 
fatalism and encourages man to foster and maintain his relationship 
with God, knowing that his supplications will make a difference to his 
destiny. The fact that his destiny is not predetermined is clear from the 
following verse, which mentions two terms, one decreed and one 


variable: 
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He it is Who created you from clay, then He decreed a term; 
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and there is a term named with Him; still you doubt. (Al-An'ám, 6:2) 


Al-Sadiiq relates a narration from Al-Bāgir that, “God has not been 
worshipped more fervently for any other reason than bada:”2% In 
simplified terms, we may think of badā” in our own lives in the 
following manner: we make many modifications to our circumstances 
and destiny through our free will and by supplication, offering sadaga 
and by acting virtuously and avoiding vice. These acts will bring about 
badz in our existence. For example, being grateful for God's bounties, 
brings about an increase, as God announces: 


And when your Lord d it m If you are i3 I would certainly give to you 
more, and if you are ungrateful, My chastisement is truly severe. (Ibrahim, 14:7) 
Despite all these modifications, when the book that contains the sum 
total of our life's activities is compared to the one that God possesses, 
the two will be exactly identical: 
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And no one whose life is lengthened has his life lengthened, nor is aught diminished of 
ones life, but it is all in a book; surely this is easy for God. (Fatir, 35:11) 


9.6 - WHY IS THERE NO NASKH IN THE POST- 
PROPHET ERA? 


Two issues about naskh require further deliberation. First, what is the 
benefit of the presence of the abrogated verses in the Qur'an? Secondly, 
if we accept that the basis for abrogation was the natural weakness of 
mankind who need to be nurtured by gradual instruction, how is this 
explanation compatible with the post-Prophet era, where new 
generations of Muslims, up to our times, have not been granted this 
favour. As we have seen previously, there can be no abrogation after 
the death of the Prophet ££. In answer to the first question, Ma‘rifat 
states the following: 
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The presence of both the abrogating and the abrogated verses in the Quran 
highlights the gradual nature of Islamic legislation and is a valuable historical 
record of the stages through which the shariah was perfected. Secondly, it must 
be mentioned that an important aspect of the Quran is the inimitability of its 
rhetoric, and for this, it must be studied in its entirety. Thirdly, most of the 
mansūkh verses were abrogated due to the change in conditions. If the original 


situation was to prevail again, the verses would once more be in force.?4 


As for the second issue, the special treatment of the early Muslims 
should cause no surprise. This small group of believers were the 
forerunners of the great movement and religion that we have inherited 
today. Just like a young sapling needs to be carefully supported and 
nurtured so that it may grow into a mighty tree, so it was with the 
companions of the Prophet 3. 

In this regard, Islahi makes the following points, although in some 
cases, his examples are more appropriate to specification (takhsis) 
rather than naskh: 


In some cases, laws evolved and developed into their ultimate form considering 
the general human nature. For instance, Arabs were addicted to drinking. 
Therefore, initially, it was forbidden only during the prayer. As it was hard to 
fast in the hot and dry Arabian desert so atonement was allowed for the sick and 
the wayfarer. Later, when the people became familiar with these obligations, the 
permission of atonement for fasting was taken back and complete prohibition of 
drinking, and fasting for the whole month of Ramadán was made compulsory. 


In some cases, the Prophet $2 was allowed to put any of the decrees of previous 
Divine laws in practice for sometime. Later on it was repealed and replaced with 
a permanent injunction of the Islamic shariah, as in the matter of the direction of 
prayer. It was only to test Muslims and make a clear distinction between those 
who follow the Prophet # and those who turn on their heels in adherence to the 
previous traditions. Obviously this is an essential part of training. 


Similarly, some laws were enforced to make up for the lack of people, which 
increased the devotion and enabled a small number of Muslims to bear more 
responsibilities. For example, initially all Muslims were required to offer the 
tahajjud prayer at night. One Muslim fighter was initially required to face ten 
disbelievers in the battlefield. Alms giving was advised before having a 
confidential talk with the Prophet #% in order to strengthen and purify the 
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Muslims. Later, when the number of Muslims increased and they grew 
disciplined and purified, these transitory directives were replaced with 


permanent ones.” 


In conclusion, naskh is a device found in the Quran where, for 
various reasons, a verse is superseded by another. There are very few 
instances of true naskh, and the majority of verses that are usually cited 
as abrogated are either about a different situation, or are temporal in 
nature, or takhsis has occurred. The phenomenon of naskh does not 
detract from God's omniscience in any manner, and the abrogating 
verse contains all the benefits and guidance towards perfection that 
was found in the abrogated verse. 

In fact, both naskh and bada” have a reality only in the apparent 
sense; that is, in the eyes of the people, it appears that there has been a 
change. In reality, and in God's knowledge, it is not naskh at all — it was 
a ruling or matter that was always meant to be temporary in nature. 
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DEFINITE AND INDEFINITE VERSES 
IN THE QUR'AN: g 
MUHKAMAT AND MUTASHABIHAT 


ne of the interesting features of the Quran is that its verses are 
divided into two types — muhkam and mutashabih. The 
Quran states: 


nae 4 [^E 


4 tel iet a S ls Jai SA ga $ 


He it is Who has revealed the Book to you; some of its verses are muhkam, 
they are the basis of the Book, and others are mutashabih. (Ali ‘Imran, 3:7) 


At the same time, the Quran also states that all its verses are made 
muhkam, and thereafter, plain: 


AE 
tp rs WEE ACES 
(This is) a Book, whose verses are made muhkam, 
then are they made plain, from the Wise, All-aware. (Hid, 11:1) 


In another place, the Quran states that all its verses are mutashabih: 
- ia -> ESA 1G” 
e A O a GS dt SIO i> 


e y «n 
tO; T DA 
God has revealed the best announcement, a book mutashabih in its various parts, 
repeating, whereat do shudder the skins of those who fear their Lord. (Al-Zumar, 39:23) 


Although these verses may initially seem contradictory, this is not the 
case at all. With the aid of these and other verses, we will discuss in this 
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chapter, the meanings of these two terms and their important role in 
the Quran. 


10.1 - LEXICAL MEANINGS OF MUHKAM AND 
MUTASHABIH 


Muhkam is derived from the root (A-k-m), whose original meaning is 
to forbid or prevent. Words deriving from this root carry a meaning of 
steadfastness and resistance against any external influence. For 
example, Aikma (wisdom) refers to that kind of knowledge that 
prevents ignorance, hukm (rule) means that kind of authority that 
forestalls disobedience, etc. Therefore, muhkam denotes a kind of 


firmness that does not allow an external force to undermine it.! 


Mutashabih is derived from the root (sh-b-h), which means 
“resembling” or “indistinguishable”. For example, the Quran mentions 
that the fruits of heaven will be similar to the fruit of this world 
(although the taste and nutritional content will be very different): 


de de Y 
Ecc) Hi E cM CLE (4 MEN. cou oui et 
Whenever they shall be given a portion of the fruit thereof, they shall say: This is what 
was given to us before; and they shall be given the like (mutashabih) of it. 
(Al-Baqara, 2:25) 

Therefore, mutashabih refers to two things which resemble each other. 
It is also used to refer to something that cannot be immediately 
distinguished as different from something else.? 


Marifat adds: 


In indefinite verses, the fashabuh (resemblance) is between truth and falsehood 
itself. This resemblance both obscures the true meaning, as well as makes the 
verse equivocal. In the case of definite verses, fafsir (exegesis) reveals the 
meaning, but in the case of the indefinite verses, their true meaning can only be 
understood by resorting to both tafsir and fawil (figurative interpretation).? 
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Based on these definitions, in the context of the Quranic sciences, the 
term muhkam denotes a verse whose meaning is clear and definite, 
while mutashabih indicates a verse whose import is not immediately 


clear; it is indefinite. 


10.2 - THE TERM MUHKAM IN THE QUR'AN. 


The term muhkam appears in two meanings in the Quran: 


1. Verses whose meanings are definite and not open to dispute. In 
this context, the term muhkam is contrasted against mutashabih, 
when it refers to a verse whose meaning is indefinite and 
equivocal: 


- 2 Ho 2 $ ariy 


MERA IAS a St he le Js gāja? 


He it is Who has revealed the Book to you; some of its verses are definite, 
they are the basis of the Book, and others are indefinite. (Ali ‘imran, 3:7) 


2. Verses which are decisive and must be followed in deed and word. 
The term muhkam has been used in this meaning in the verse: 


E A 
(Ops ye Chad 3 kis es S > | LS $ 
(This is) a Book, whose verses are made decisive, then are 
they made plain, from the Wise, All-aware. (Hid, 11:1) 


This second meaning of muhkam embraces all the verses of the Quran. 


10.3 - THE TERM MUTASHABIH IN THE QUR’AN 


The term mutashabih has been used in the Quran with two meanings:4 


1. Verses that resemble and conform to each other in their manner 
and effect: 
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God has revealed the best announcement, a book conformable in its various 
parts, repeating, whereat do shudder the skins of those who fear their Lord. 
(Al-Zumar, 39:23) 
In this verse, mutashabih refers to the coherence and lack of 
contradiction within the verses of the Quran. 


2. The second meaning of mutashabih in the Quran is when one thing 
is indistinguishable from another thing, and its true nature is not 
easily discerned, as in the verse: 


ts ās ai by > 
For surely to us the cows are all alike. (Al-Bagara, 2:70) 
In this verse, the Bani Israil were saying that they could not 
distinguish one cow from another. 
It is with the same meaning that mutashabih has been used in the 
following verse: 


ce 
» 222 Hog 


€ Casas 2h tt 2, asd anle Ul cool a> 
He it is Who has revealed the Book to you; some of its verses are definite, 
they are the basis of the Book, and others are indefinite. (Ali ‘Imran, 3:7) 
The lack of clarity of the indefinite verses stems from the fact that 
within them, the truth is hidden. However, those who do not know 
where and from whom to acquire this truth, and whose hearts are 
perverse, choose to interpret these verses to suit themselves, in an 


attempt to mislead: 


era 


& F A ake 
Then as for those in whose hearts there is perversity, D* follow the part of it which Is 


indefinite, seeking to mislead and seeking to give it (their own) ccm tion. 
(Ali “Imran, 3:7) 


The true import and interpretation of these words is known only to 
God, Who may give this knowledge to “those firmly rooted in 
knowledge”: 
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de ata oa V 
Ue Gogh gid abel A | oaa pi Leg > 


26 7» Af. POE Sia S >. yt 
ere 290 Slates oon (S ac 
tE IM P Sas leg E, - 2 sd os 
But none knows its interpretation except God, and those who are firmly rooted in 


knowledge, they say: We believe in it, it is all from our Lord; and none do mind except 
those having understanding. (Ali ‘Imran, 3:7) 


10.4 - QUALITIES OF THE DEFINITE AND 
INDEFINITE VERSES 


The exegetes have various opinions about the definitions of the definite 
and indefinite verses. In this section we will mention some of the 
commonly cited features of the two. 


DEFINITE VERSES: 


1. The definite verses can be understood without any external 
support. For example, it has been narrated from Ibn ‘Abbas that an 
example of a definite verse is the following; 5 


de 
4 3 4 4 2 


de 

ela o 34 oe Ke = ad Od m att 
aS ca | „iš NI made E > pilus tjs > 

me >? E 2 AA DI NE >, Pr " 

g gh! yA «Bay! las y; d oi yus 
Say: Come I will recite what your Lord has forbidden to you; that you do not 
associate anything with Him, and show kindness to your parents, and do 
not slay your children for (fear of) poverty. (Al-An' äm, 6:151) 

2. The definite verses have a single obvious meaning and the scholars 

have no difference of opinion about it. 


3. The definite verses are those that have not been abrogated by other 
verses (ghayr al-mansükh). In fact, some scholars are of the opinion 


that the definite verses are the abrogating (nasikh) ones. 


4. The definite verses are those that discuss commands and 
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prohibitions, for example: 


ii, ad) 


And establish the praver and pay the poor-rate. (Al-Bagara, 2:43, 83, 110, 177) 


The definite verses are those relating the stories of the prophets tt 
and the communities of the past. 


The definite verses are those whose apparent meaning and exegesis 
(tafsir) and inner reality (ta'wil) are the same, and the listener 
understands a single meaning from it, for example: 


There is no likēness to Him. (Al-Shūrā, 42:11) 


INDEFINITE VERSES: 


I 


The indefinite verses are those that describe the qualities, attributes 
and actions of God. 


The indefinite verses are those that deal with stories, parables and 
hidden matters, such as the details of the day of judgement and the 
hereafter. 


The indefinite verses are those that cannot be acted upon because 
they have been abrogated (mansúkh). 


The indefinite verses are the unconnected letters that appear at the 


head of some of the chapters. 
The indefinite verses only need to be believed in, not understood. 


The indefinite verses are those whose literal meanings are not 


implied. 


The indefinite verses are those that have multiple meanings, some 
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m 
of which are not immediately apparent and so reguire further 
explanation and commentary. Hence, there is a difference of 


opinion amongst the scholars about their true meaning. 


8. The indefinite verses are those whose true meanings cannot be 
understood, except by God, as its real significance cannot be 


encompassed by the human intellect. 


COMMENTS ABOUT THE OUALITIES STATED ABOVE 


Tabātabāī has collected these opinions and discussed them at some 
length.© A summary of his critique of these definitions is presented 


below: 


1. The definition that abrogated verses are indefinite and abrogating 
verses are definite, is problematic, because many verses of the 
Quran are neither abrogating nor abrogated, and we know from 
the following verse that there can be no third category: 


WAS 


EE Sl! is ld tae ae AA 
He it is Who has revealed the Book to you; some of its verses are definite, 
they are the basis of the Book, and others are indefinite. (Ali ‘Imran, 3:7) 
2. Some of the definitions have no basis or proof, for example, that the 
definite verses deal with stories of the prophets 3$ and the past 


communities. 


3. Many of the definitions are only partial, for example, that the 
indefinite verses deal with qualities of God, or that they deal with 
the day of judgement. 


4. Some of the definitions are repetitive, for example, that the 
indefinite verses are vague, or that they have hidden meanings, or 
have multiple meanings, or their literal meanings are not implied 
and so on. 
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5. Also, if the indefinite verses can only be understood by God, why 


place them in the Quran, which is a clear guide for mankind and a 


criterion to judge between good and evil: 


Coi esai 52 cns „lib stu? 

(The Quran is) a guidance for man and a clear guide and criterion. (Al-Baqara, 2:185) 
Therefore, it is necessary to come up with a better and more 
comprehensive definition of what is meant by definite and indefinite 
verses. Possibly the best and most comprehensive definition is the same 
as that given by Tabataba’i, a summary of which is given below: 


The definite (muhkam) verses are those whose purport is firm and decisive; and 
their meaning cannot be mistaken. In contrast, indefinite (mutashabih) verses can 
have several possible meanings, which may be similar to each other. In other 
words, the true meaning of a definite verse is understood immediately by the 
listener, while the true meaning of an indefinite verse is not grasped immediately 
by the listener. 


Since their true meaning is not immediately apparent, these verses must be 
referred back to the definite verses in order to understand their correct meaning. 
Then, when its meaning is understood, these verses also become definite 
(muhkam).” 


10.5 - INDEFINITE VERSES AND HOW THEY 
SHOULD BE UNDERSTOOD 


As we have mentioned, the indefinite verses have to be referred back to 
the definite verses in order to remove the vagueness from them, and in 
the process, turn them also into definite verses. This is the course 


described in the verse: 


he S 


(This is) a Book, whose verses are made decisive, then are they made plain. (Hūd, 11:1) 


Some examples of indefinite verses are given below: 
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1. VERSES THAT SUGGEST ANTHROPOMORPHISM 


There are several verses where God ascribes limbs to Himself, such as: 


EYE AND EYES 


To Masa 2, God says: 


<a ai Ce. 
tes de as > 
And that you might be brought up before My eye. (Ta-Ha, 20:39) 
And to Nth 42, He says: 


1477 


And make the ark before Our Eyes. (Hūd, 11:37) 


HAND AND HANDS 


At the time of the Pledge of Ridwán, God revealed to the Muslims: 


EUA A 


Cr Lap a) NEAL e ine uo] > 


Surely those who swear allegiance to you do but swear allegiance to God; 
the Hand of God is above their hands. (Al-Fath, 48:10) 


And about the slander of the Jews, God says: 


1 » Í2 coe res ^ n NN. 
AA A VIRTU Moss » 
4 ae ob pašā alas qe 
And the Jews say: The Hand of God is tied up! Their hands shall be shackled and they 
shall be cursed for what they say. Nay, both His Hands are spread out, 
He expends as He pleases. (Al-Ma'ida, 5:65) 


COUNTENANCE 
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And God's is the East and the West, so, wherever you turn, there is God's Countenance. 
(Al-Bagara, 2:115) 


All these verses remain indefinite until they are referred to the definite 
verse, 
m 
jus „al MN 
Nothing is like a likeness of Him. (A1-Shūrā, 42:11) 


and then, we understand that the eyes, hands and countenance of God 
cannot be limbs like ours — since there is no likeness of Him. These 
words are metaphors for the presence, power and pleasure of God. 
Some commentators have literally translated these terms, for 
example, some early Ash'ari scholars who subscribe to the notion of 
anthropomorphism; but even they would have surely had difficulty 
explaining the sāni of His hands in the following verse! 


e sage SEJU Less & X ga dad 
There is no god but He, everything will perish but His Countenance. (Al-Qasas, 28:88) 


2. VERSES THAT MENTION THE PHYSICAL PRESENCE OF 
GOD 


cen em 3 ons 
é las Uo sy 146563) 
And your Lord will come and (also) the angels in ranks. (Al-Fajr, 89:22) 


AT Jb gl gs ab ol Noe a > 


They do not wait aught but that God should come to them in the shadows of the 
clouds along with the angels. (Al-Baqara, 2:210) 
These verses are also misunderstood to mean that God will somehow 
appear on the Day of Judgement to greet the believers. However, when 
compared with the verse that describes how God destroyed the plot of 
the Jews to kill the Prophet $3, it becomes immediately clear that the 
“coming” of God refers to the manifestation of His Glory and Power: 
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Eo de 
| 


3? 


ie A MEAS LI KW eo D DS oma ba 
ly d am yo al gd abl ja fp pam als og 


cc AM WES 
They were certain that their fortresses would defend them against God; but God came to 
them whence they did not expect, and cast terror into their hearts. (Al-Hashr, 59:2) 


ANOTHER EXAMPLE 


» Um Cea eo See Im 
(DPS JJ Dēret pny ose? 
(Some) faces on that day shall be bright; looking to their Lord. (Al-Qiyama, 75:22,23) 


This verse is understood better when we study the verse where God 


says to Musa &2: 


E 08 SUD ufus Dd 
He [Musa] said: My Lord! show me [Yourself], so that I may look upon You. 

He said: You cannot see Me. (Al-A' raf, 7:143) 
Here the Prophet % may be asking for the manifestation that could 
only be perceived in the next world. Indeed, in attempting to explain 
this verse the Ash'aris claim that the verse refers to this world only.? 
However, the “looking” at God, by the successful believers on the day 
of judgement is clearly different from the vision of the eyes, because a 
definite verses tell us: 


Cori d» 
The eyes cannot perceive Him. (Al-An' am, 6:103) 
Therefore, the correct meaning of "looking" at God, is the perception of 
His presence by the hearts, and not the physical eyes. 


10.6 - THE DANGER OF FOLLOWING THE 
INDEFINITE VERSES 


The Qur'an warns: 
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Then as for those in whose hearts there is perversitv, thev follow the part of it which is 
indefinite, seeking to mislead and seeking to give it (their own) interpretation. 
(Ali ‘Imran, 3:7) 

When we reflect over the sectarian beliefs and schisms that have 
splintered the Muslim community ever since the moment the Prophet 
3 left this world, and try to discover the cause of the differences in 
matters of belief and law, we will find that most of them have resulted 
from following the indefinite verses and from seeking to interpret them 
without returning the verses to the definite verses. 

As Tabatabai succinctly summarises: 

Every sect proves its beliefs from the Quranic verses. A party finds in it evidence 

that God has a body; a group proves from it that man has no free-will concerning 

his actions, while another faction tries to show that man is totally independent of 

God in this respect; some people argue that the prophets 2 committed mistakes 

and sins, and they quote verses in their support; a group says, and proves it from 

the Quran, that God is so sublime that even "Divine Attributes" should not be 

attributed to Him, while another faction says, and also proves it from the Quran, 

that God is just like His creatures and His attributes are separate from His 


Person. And so on and so forth. All this is a result of following the indefinite 
verses without "returning" them to the definite, decisive ones.? 


10.7 - THE WISDOM OF HAVING INDEFINITE 
VERSES IN THE QUR'AN 


The Quran is a book of guidance and illumination for all mankind, and 


it states: 


c 2 2. - 3. Gore g” PE 
€ Ju ceni Sa casus ll sie > | 
(The Quran is) a guidance to men and clear proofs of the guidance and the distinction. 
(Al-Baqara, 2:185) 
Therefore, the question arises; why does the Quran contain verses that 
are not immediately clear in their meaning? There are several possible 


answers: 
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While the Ouran has been sent for all mankind, and for all time, 
the capacity and understanding of every individual is not the same. 
Accordingly, the Ouran needs to employ a style that caters for the 
entire spectrum of its audience, and this can only be done through 
the use of metaphors and similes.!0 


Man has been given intellect by God so that he may attain 
perfection by understanding his own nature and through the 
guidance of God. The Quran invites man to exercise this intellect 
by presenting the challenge of the indefinite verses and urging him 
to ponder on them.! 


The presence of the indefinite verses obliges the ordinary Muslim 
to refer to the righteous scholars and sources to learn what the 
Quran means by these verses.!? 


Man cannot understand realities outside his own experience. 
Therefore, to explain these realities, terminologies need to be 
employed which he can relate to and understand. Therefore, we 
find that the verses of the Quran which discuss non-materialistic 
and abstract matters — such as the attributes of God, heaven and 
hell, etc. — are usually indefinite. This last explanation is probably 
the most accurate one. 


CONCLUSION 


To best understand the meanings of the verses of the Quran, we need 
to distinguish those verses that are definite from those that are 
indefinite. By understanding the definite verses, we can then refer the 
indefinite verses to them, so that they too, can become definite verses. 
This is best possible through “the exegesis of the Qur'an by the Quran". 


We will conclude this chapter with the thoughts of the contemporary 
scholar Jawadi Amuli on this matter. He says: 
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If all of mankind had the insight of the Prophet #3, they would find no indefinite 
verses in the Quran. However, due to the varying capacity, intellect and 
understanding of the people, the possibility of indefinite verses has arisen. The whole 
concept under discussion can be understood by considering, the parable set out in the 
verse: 


Bi 
5) 


Pom 45 RSU us ad eof Cd JT NU NE 
oe Das e” 


Je rtu abl 2 pias BU IS ET od Gal AÑ | d sede 018) 


€ QUANT A o as BUS 
He sends down water from the cloud, then watercourses flow (with water) according to 
their measure, and the torrent bears along the swelling foam, and from what they melt in 
the fire for the sake of making ornaments or apparatus arises a scum like it; thus does 
God compare truth and falsehood; then as for the scum, it passes away as a worthless 
thing; and as for that which profits the people, it tarries in the earth; thus does God set 
forth parables. (Al-Ra' d, 13:17) 


In this thought-provoking verse, several interesting points emerge. The drops of 
rain in themselves contain no impurity, and if they were captured in a pure 
vessel, they would remain in a pure state. Similarly, the verses of the Quran were 
revealed containing distinctive truths and there was no vagueness or possibility 
of falsehood about them, when they were contained in the heart of the Prophet 


zs 


It is only when the rain becomes part of the watercourses that flow on the 
unclean land that the scum appears. Similarly, when the Quran is exposed to 
hearts and minds that are not pure and pristine, the possibility of unclearness in 


its verses arises. 


Each valley and plain takes water according to its capacity - and the scum passes 
away, leaving the original goodness behind. In the same way, the people absorb 
of the teachings of the Quran according to their capacity. The indefinite verses 
are part of the same Quran and their vagueness can be easily dispelled by 
looking to the definite verses. 


In this process, recourse to those who are "firmly established in knowledge" is 
vital, if the correct interpretation of the indefinite verses is to be found."!? 
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10.8 - INTERPRETATION (TA"WIL) 


When mentioning the indefinite verses, God states that their “ta'wil” is 
only known to Him. In this section we will take a closer look at this 
term and its usage in the Quran. 

In the past, the term fawil was used interchangeably with tafsir or 
exegesis. For example, Tabari named his commentary of the Quran, 
“Jami al-Bayān an Tawil Ay alQuran” - ("A Comprehensive 
Discourse on the Ta'wil of the Verses of the Quran") - and often, while 
mentioning the fafsir of a verse, he has used the phrase, “the report 
about the fa wil of this verse is...". 

The early scholars and exegetes argued that the Quran itself has 
used both tafsir and ta'wil in the sense of exposition and elucidation, 
quoting the following two verses: i 


^2 moi RAN C z repris qe 
(OD ió y YI Ji GE SE Y > 
And they shall not bring to you any argument, but We have brought to you (one) 
with truth and best in significance (tafsir). (Al-Furgān, 25:33) 


CAN go iS IL, 
But none knows its interpretation (tawil) except God, and those who are firmly rooted in 
knowledge. (Ali Imran, 3:7) 

However, in time, tawi] acquired a specialised meaning, distinct 
from tafsir. The term tafsir was used when referring to the explanation 
of the words and concepts in a verse, while ta'wi/ was used when 
referring to the esoteric or profound interpretation of a verse whose 
apparent meaning was doubtful and unclear. 

In other words, for tafsir, the verse itself contains the material 
necessary to understand the text, while in tawi], the verse is only fully 


understood by acquiring information from an external source. 


1. DEFINITIONS OF TA*WĪL 


Ta'wil is derived from the root (a-w-/) which means "to return to the 
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origin”. The tawi] of a matter is to return it to its original place or 
meaning. Therefore, the fa'wi/ of an unclear word is to consider its 
apparent meaning as one that alludes and leads to its real and original 
meaning.! 

Some have held ta'wi/ to mean the interpretation of the indefinite 
verses of the Ouran (mutashābihāt), and the finding of a second 
meaning for the text which is its inward or esoteric sense (batin), a 
opposed to its apparent and literal meaning (zahir).5 In this latter 
sense, both types of verse have fa wil. 

Some scholars have said that tawi] means to “take a matter to its 


final interpretation" .16 


2. THE OCCURRENCE OF THE TERM 7A"WIL IN THE QUR'AN 


The word ta'wil has occurred 17 times in the Qur'an and can be broadly 
grouped into three meanings: 


1. Four times in the sense of interpreting unusual speech or behaviour: 


These occur in 3:7 (twice), 18:78 and 18:82. An example of this usage is 
when the sage Khizr says to Müsa 42: 


cs EE AT nS Uo Wo V TP ONNTUEREE 
He said: This shall be separation between me and you; now I will inform you of the 
interpretation of that with which you could not have patience. (Al-Kahf, 18:78) 


2. Eight times in the sense of interpreting dreams: 


All of these occurrences are in Yusüf, 12:6, 12:21, 12:36, 12:37, 12:44, 
12:45, 12:100 and 12:101. An example of this meaning is the verse: 


> e x " we a AES A 
dy dosi E duet Qi; (Uds ja] lao gu? 


Y 25. 127 „4 
4 ponsa Sa dus s] pupa ud ls 


One of them said: I saw myself pressing wine. And the other said: I saw myself carrying 
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bread on my head, of which birds ate. Inform us of its interpretation; surely we see you to 
be of the doers of good. (Yūsuf, 12:36) 


3. Five times in the sense of the ultimate outcome and interpretation of 


events: 
These occur in 4:59, 17:35, 7:35 (twice) and 10:39, for example: 
Vit eel PCI UU. A OR 
€ ALS Js Us doles Ila) Uo loas Ub > 


Nay, they reject that of which they have no comprehensive knowledge, 
and the final interpretation of it has not yet come to them. (Yūnus, 10:39) 


3. IS THE TA’WIL OF THE QUR'AN KNOWN TO ANYONE BUT 
GOD? 


The verse that is usually the subject of the discussion about fa wi is: 


2 22 HW g^ á p Se 
pu "-— A ak CETT ae CESS e Upi Gall ga a > 
IN. $2 -. Gon do f itt 
las Las caso $ ¿Gob aahi ¡sr 4225 U rd aid A negli gall U 
ea e 7 ^et Nj -4 


Gre LOA LS > 
1 $3 6$ ls; ses ljē: ld am] ayy 
AE 255 4, 1 
€ NI TUS 
He it is Who has revealed the Book to you; some of its verses are definite, they are the 
basis of the Book, and others are indefinite; then as for those in whose hearts there is 
perversity they follow the part of it which is indefinite, seeking to mislead and seeking to 
give it (their own) interpretation; but none knows its interpretation (tawil) except God, 
and those who are firmly rooted in knowledge. They say: We believe in it, it is all from 
our Lord; and none do mind except those having understanding. 


About the issue of the reading of the verse, there are three views. 


I. THE READING WITH THE HALT AT THE WAW (WAW AL- 
WAQF OR WAW AL-FASL) 


One group says that after the phrase, "except God", there is a stop. 
They read the verse as follows: “none knows its ta’wil except God." 
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This groups includes Tabari, Al-Suyüti, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi and 
Qurtübi. Accordingly, Pickthall translates this verse as: 


But those in whose hearts is doubt pursue, forsooth, that which is allegorical 
seeking (to cause) dissension by seeking to explain it. None knoweth its 
explanation save Allah. And those who are of sound instruction say: We believe 


there in; the whole is from our Lord." 


Therefore the meaning will be that the real interpretation of the verses 
is only known to God. 


IL THE READING WITH CONTINUATION AT THE WAW 
(WAW AL-'ATF OR WAW AL-WASL) 


Another group believes that the phrase continues to include those 
individuals who are "firmly rooted in knowledge" - a/-rāsikhūna fi al- 
‘ilm — and they read it as follows: "none knows its fa wil except God 
and those who are firmly rooted in knowledge." This is the view of 
Zamakhshari, Tabrisi, Ibn Abi al-Hadid, Zarkashi (in 4/-Burhán), Alüsi, 
Muhammad 'Abduh, and the Shia scholars Ayyáshi, Kashani and 
Shubbar. Accordingly, Mir Ahmad “Ali translates the verse as: 


But those in whose hearts there is perversity, they are after that which is 
ambiguous therein seeking to interpret (to suit their selfish motives) while none 
knoweth its (hidden) interpretation except God and those firmly rooted in 
knowledge; say they: "We believe in it, all is from our Lord.". 


It is narrated that Ibn ‘Abbas would engage in /a'wil. One of the 
companions said to him, "None knows the interpretation of the Quran 
except God.” Ibn “Abbás replied, "And those who are firmly rooted in 
knowledge; and I am one of those who are firmly rooted in 
knowledge."18 i 

The proponents of this second view cite the following arguments, 


amongst others: 


1. There are verses in the Quran which mention those who have a 
special knowledge and who know the inner meanings of the 
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Quran. Some examples are: 


1 


ES A E A A SE (71 E SOS 
€ Adi DA e Gual Sa +? 


Nay, rather they are clear signs in the breasts of those who have been given knowledge. 
(Al-‘Ankabit, 29:49) 


rare AZ 2 is AA 
4 ea Y 25$ y) ill Jal | lens y 
Question the people of the Remembrance if you do not know. 
(Al-Nahl, 16:43, also Al-Anbiyā, 21:7) 


ra > 42d (m BEN 2 a d 2$: M. LU TN EN E 
€ pa b lacs Cy ll alid is M s! js Jae! les 33 > 
If they had referred it to the Messenger and those in authority among them, 
those of them whose task it is to investigate would have known the matter. 
(Al-Nisa’, 4:83) 


2. The Quran is a book revealed by God for the guidance for the 
people. If its tawi] cannot be known even to the best of them, for 
example, the Prophet fX himself, then it would contradict the 
repeated claim of the scripture that it is a clear Book, distinguishing 
between truth and falsehood. Moreover, the Divine command to 
contemplate on the verses and reflect upon their meanings is only a 
reasonable invitation if it be possible to understand them, even if 
the entire meaning is only accessible to a select few. 


3. The context of the verse leads one to expect the rāsikhūna fi al-ilm 
to know the ta'wi/ of the Qur'an rather than to be ignorant of it, 
because otherwise, their qualification of being well-grounded in 
knowledge would be pointless. This is because, many believers 
who lack learning but possess a sound faith also declare, "We 
believe, and all of it is from our Lord". Hence, Mujahid has said, “If 
the only distinction of the rāsikhūna fi al-‘lm is that they declare, 
^we believe', then there is nothing wrong if others also make this 
declaration; and then there would be no difference between the 
rāsikhūn and others. 
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III. THE NEUTRAL VIEW 


Some scholars are of the view that both recitations are acceptable. This 
is the view of Tüsi and more recently, Tabātabā'i, the eminent Quranic 
scholar and author of Tafsir al-Mizán, whose views are summarised 
below: 


The verse 3:7 restricts the knowledge of tawi] to God; however, it does 
not mean that He does not teach it to others. In fact, it is similar to the 
issue of the knowledge of the unseen (%/m al-ghayb), which God 
attributes to Himself, but does divulge to His special servants, as we 
see on comparing the following two verses: 


SEE f e Eo < 
€ OY Co SSA 3 os AE J Je y 
Say: No one in the heavens and the earth knows the unseen except God. (Al-Naml, 27:65) 


Yi e Ue Sekt Sb Ludi ele > 
The Knower of the unseen! So He does not reveal His secrets to any, 
except to him whom He chooses as a messenger. (Al-Jinn, 72:26, 27) 
Therefore, despite the apparent restriction in the first verse, the second 
verse mentions that the prophets 42 are taught this information.!? 

The verse 3:7 wants to say that the Book is divided into two 
categories — the definite (muhkam) and the indefinite (mutashabih) — 
and also the people are of two types: there is a group which, because of 
perversity of hearts, seeks to follow the indefinite verses; and there is 
another group that is firmly rooted in knowledge and therefore follows 
the definite verses and believes in the indefinite ones. It is clear, in this 
light, that the phrase, "those who are firmly rooted in knowledge", is 
used here primarily to describe their good faith and behaviour with 
respect to the Quran, and to extol their virtue in contrast to those in 
whose hearts there is perversity. The phrase aims at nothing else. 
Tabātabāī's concluding statement is: 


Interpretation is that reality to which a verse refers; it is found in all verses, the 
decisive and the ambiguous alike; it is not a sort of a meaning of the word; it is a 
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real fact that is too sublime for words; Allah has dressed it with words so as to 
bring it a bit nearer to our minds; in this respect they (these truths) are like 
proverbs that are used to create a picture in the mind, and thus help the hearer to 
clearly grasp the intended idea. That is why Allah has said: (I swear) by the Book 
that makes manifest (the truth); surely We have made it an Arabic Quran, so that 
you may understand. And surely it is in the original of the Book with Us, truly 
elevated, full of wisdom (43:2-4). And this matter has been explicitly and 
implicitly mentioned in several Quranic verses. 7° 
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THE RECITAL OF THE QUR’AN: AL- 
QIRA'A 


feature of the recitation of the Quran is that some words and 

phrases have variant readings. Usually, seven qiraat, or styles 

of recitation or reading of the Quran are mentioned. In this 
chapter, we will study the rise of these variants, their validity and their 
prevalence. We will also take a critical look at the tradition that the 
Quran was revealed in seven ahruf or modes. 

Oirāa comes from the root (g-r-a) meaning to read or to recite and 
so the term girāa means “the recitation” or “reading” of something. 

In the context of u/üm al-Quran the term girāa refers to the 
different recitation styles or readings of the Quran. Each reading has its 
own rules of recitation (tajwid) and is named after the reader (gāri, pl. 
qurra”) who was famous for that particular girāa. 


11.1 - THE DIFFERENT GROUPS OF READERS 


At the time of the Prophet $£ a group of his companions became 
famous as readers of the Quran. They became familiar with various 
modes of recitation which had been approved by the Prophet Zx. The 
art of recitation of the Quran in those days was closely linked with the 
memorisation of it. 

According to Al-Suyüti, several of the gurrā became famous, among 
them were Uthman, “Ali, Ubayy b. Kab, Zayd b. Thabit, “Abdallah b. 
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Masūd and Abū Musa al-Ash'ari.! 

And it is this group of memorizers (Auffaz), who taught the art of 
recitation to other Muslims. The art of reciting the Quran gained 
popularity and many came forward to learn it. 

Many of the second generation companions (tābitūn) learnt this art 
and gained fame, and the more famous amongst them had centres of 
recitation and teaching in Mecca, Medina, Kūfā, Basra and Damascus. 
The Uthmānic codex was used in these five main cities. 


The most famous of the readers in these cities were as follows:2 


In Medina were: Said b. Musaib, Mu'adh al-Qari', ‘Abd al-Rahmān b. 
Harmaz al-A‘raj, Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri, Zayd b. Aslam and others. 


In Mecca were: Ubayd b. Umayr, ‘Ata’ b. Abi al-Rabah, Al-Tawüs, 
Mujahid, Tkrima b. abi Malkiyya and others. 


In Kūfā were: 'Alqama, Al-Aswad, Masrūg, Ubayda, ‘Amr b. Sharhabil 
and others. 


In Basra were: Abú al-Aliya, Abú al-Raja, Abú al-Aswad al-Dwali, 
Hasan al-Basri, Qatada and others. 


In Damascus were: Mughira b. Abi Shihab al-Makhzümi, Khalifa b. Sad 
and others. 


After the time of the sahába and the tābiūn, a group of Muslims 
specialized in the art of recitation and spent their whole lives engaged 
in learning the various aspects related to this science. Many became 
famous masters in this field and the people would flock to them to 
learn this emerging science. 

At this time, the first person to write a book on the art of recitation 
of the Quran was Aban b. Taghlab (d. 141/758), who was a student of 
“Ali b. al-Husain. The book was called, “Kitab Mani al-Quran” 3 
Najashi has also mentioned this book, calling it, “Kitab a/-Oirā-āt”* 

However, the oldest book on the subject of gira’ that we have at 
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hand today is that of Abū ‘Ubayda Qasim b. al-Salām (d. 224/838), 
which is called, "^ A/-Qiraa ^5 
The readers of the third generation (after the sahaba and the tābiūn) 
lived during the first half of the second century after hijra; they 
expanded on the work of their predecessors, establishing the art of 
recitation of the Quran as a science in its own right. 


The famous readers of this period include:? 


In Medina were: Abū Ja‘far Yazid b. al-Qa'qa' (d. 128/745), Shayba b. 
Nasah (d. 130/747) and Nāfi' b. Abi Nu'aym (d. 169/785). 


In Mecca were: “Abdallah b. Kathir (d. 120/737), Hamid b. Qays al-A'raj 
and Muhammad b. Abi Muhaysin. 


In Küfà were: Hamza b. Habib al-Zayat (d. 156/772), Yahya b. Waththab 
(d. 103/721), ‘Asim b. Abi al-Najüd (d. 127/744), ‘Ali b. Hamza al-Kisāī 
(d. 179/795). 


In Basra were: Ya'qüb al-Hadrami (d. 205/820), ‘Abdallah b. abi Ishaq al- 
Hadrami (d. 171/787), Abū ‘Amr b. al-‘Al@ (d. 154/770) and ‘Isa b. 
Umar (d. 169/785). 


In Damascus were: ‘Abdallah b. ‘Amir (d. 118/736), Ismail b. Muhajir, 
‘Atiya b. Qays al-Kilābī and Yahya b. Harith al-Zamari. 


Of the above group all of whom were famous as scholars and experts in 
the art of the recitation of the Quran, seven became even more famous 
for reasons given later. Their names in the above list have been written 
in bold. They became known as “the seven readers" (a/-qurra al-saba), 


and they are: 


1. Abū Abdillāh Nāfi' b. Abi Nu'aym al-Madani (d. 169/785) 
2. “Abdallah b. Kathir al-Makki (d. 120/737) 
3. Abū Bakr ‘Asim b. Abi al-Najūd al-Kūfī (d. 127/744) 
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Abū Ammāra Hamza b. Habib al-Zayāt al-Kūfī (d. 156/772) 
Abū al-Hasan “Ali b. Hamza al-Kisāī al-Kūfi (d. 179/795) 
Abū ‘Amr b. al-"Alā al-Basri (d. 154/770) 

“Abdallah b. “Amir al-Dimishgqi (d. 118/736) 


A 


11.2 - BRIEF DETAILS OF THE SEVEN READERS 


1. ABU ‘ABDILLAH NÀFI B. NU'AYM AL-MADANI (D. 
169/785) 


He was originally from Isfahán and lived in Medina. Ibn Mujahid, who 
originally prepared the list of the seven readers, begins his list with his 
name. He was a mawlā (client) of Al-Layth, and for seventy years, he 
was the authority on the girāa of Medina. 

Ibn al-Jazari writes that Nāfi' was a pious scholar who learnt the art 
of recitation from over 70 teachers, including Abü Maymüna - the slave 
of Umm Salma, the wife of the Prophet 25.7 

Ahmad ibn al-Hanbal was asked by his son: "Which of the readers 
do you like the best?" He replied, "The people of Medina, and from 
them Nafi'."8 


THE TRANSMITTERS OF HIS READING STYLE 


A large number of narrators have transmitted the style of Nafi', among 
whom are: Qalún, Muhammad b. Ishaq al-Musaybi, Ismail b. Jafar, 
Warsh and others.? 

From these, two of his prominent students were: Isa b. Mayna Abü 
Mūsā al-Madani, known as Qalün!? (d. 205/820) and his adopted son, 
‘Uthman b. Saïd al-Misri, known as Warsh!! (d. 197/812). 


2. ‘ABDALLAH B. KATHIR AL-MAKKI (D. 120/737) 


He was originally from Iran and the Persian ruler sent him to Yemen 
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on an expedition to Abyssinia.!? He is described as an eloquent, pious 
man, who had met two of the companions, ‘Abdallah b. Zubayr and 
Anas b. Malik. 

He had learnt his style of recitation from ‘Abdallah b. S@ib al- 
Makhzūmi, who had learnt from Ubayy b. Kab who in turn had learnt 
from the Prophet Zi himself. He was also a narrator of traditions and 
both Bukhari and Muslim have quoted from him in their Sahihs. 
Muhammad b. Idris al-Shafii used to recite in his style.!? 


THE TRANSMITTERS OF HIS READING STYLE 


Many have transmitted his style including, Al-Bazzi, Ismail b. 
‘Abdallah Qastantanin, Qunbul and Mawla ‘As b. Hisham and others.!4 

Amongst these, two of the most famous transmitters of his style 
were Ahmad b. Muhammad b. Nafi‘ b. Abi Bazzi (d. 250/864) known as 
Bashar al-Bazzi, and Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Rahmán b. Khālid al- 
Makhzümi al-Makki (d. 291/903) known as Qunbul, who was the 
student of Al-Bazzi. 


3. ABU BAKR “ASIM B. ABI AL-NAJUD AL-KUFI (D. 127/744) 


He was a Shia from Küfa and had learnt the style of recitation from 
“Abdallah b. Habib Sulami, a companion of ‘Ali b. Abi Talib. He had a 
melodious voice that held people spellbound whenever they heard him 
recite.15 

Since his teacher had recited the whole Quran to “Ali, ‘Asim is 
considered as a narrator of the recitation of “Ali. For this reason it is said 
that the style of ‘Asim is the purest style as it has been acquired from an 
original source.!€ Abū Hanifa (d. 150/767) used to recite in his style. 


THE TRANSMITTERS OF HIS READING STYLE 


A very large number of narrators have transmitted the style of ‘Asim, 
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amongst whom are: Aban b. Taghlab, Hafs b. Sulayman, Aba Bakr b. 
“Ayyash, Khalil b. Ahmad and many others.!” 

Amongst these, two of his most famous students who have quoted 
directly from him are: Abū Umar Hafs b. Sulayman al-Asadi al-Küfi (d. 
180/796), famously known as Hafs, and Abū Bakr b. ‘Ayyash al-Asadī 
al-Küfi (d. 193/808).18 Hafs was a cloth merchant and among the 
leading students of ‘Asi'm and his girāa was the most popular in 
Mecca, Baghdad and Kufa. This popularity has prevailed over the 
centuries, and the reading style of Hafs is the one used in the printed 
Quran today and the main style employed worldwide. 


4. ABU AMMĀRA HAMZA B. HABIB ZAYAT AL-KŪFĪ (D. 
156/722) 


He was of Iranian origin and may have seen some of the companions in 
his childhood.!? He was a trader by profession and an acknowledged 
narrator of traditions. Tūsī mentions him amongst the companions of 
Al-Sadiq, who had verified his reading.” 

His reading of the Quran is traced back to the Prophet £$ through 
“Abdallah b. Mas'ud ?! 


THE TRANSMITTERS OF HIS READING STYLE 


A large number of people have transmitted his reading style including, 
Ibrahim b. Ishaq, Salim b. Īsā, Sufyan al-Thawrī, Khalaf al-Bazāz, Al- 
Khilad, Jarir b. ‘Abd al-Hamid and many others. 

Of these, two are most prominent. One of them was Abū 
Muhammad al-Asadi al-Bazaz al-Baghdadi (d. 150/767) known as Al- 
Bazāz and the other, Abū Īsā Khilād b. Khalid al-Kūfī (d. 220/835) 
known as Al-Khilad.22 


5. ALĪ B. HAMZA AL-KISA1 AL-KUFI (D. 179/795) 


He was of Persian origin, from the city of Ray.2% After the death of 
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Hamza al-Kufi, he was recognized as the leading authority in the 
reading of the Quran in Küfa. 

Ibn al-Nadim writes that his style was slightly at variance with that 

of Hamza al-Küfi. His reading of the Quran is traced back to “Ali 
through Ibn Abi Laylī.?* 
He was an expert in Arabic grammar and the Abbasid Caliph Hārūn 
engaged him to teach his sons, Amin and Ma'mún to read the Quran. 
Many books on the grammar and reading of the Quran are attributed 
to Al-Kisai. 


THE TRANSMITTERS OF HIS READING STYLE 


Among the transmitters of his reading style were, Ibrahim b. Zadan, 
Dhaqwan, ‘Abdallah b. Ahmad, Al-Dawri, Abii al-Harith, Ahmad ibn 
al-Hanbal, Yahya b. Maīn and many others.”° 

Out of the many transmitters of his reading style, the two prominent 
ones were, Abü 'Amr Hafs al-Dawri (d. 241/855), popularly known as 
Al-Dawri and Abü Harith al-Marüzi al-Baghdadi (d. 240/854).26 


6. ABU ‘AMR B. AL-‘ALA’ AL-BASRI (D. 154/770) 


He was of Iranian origin and possibly the most accomplished of the 
seven readers. He studied under numerous teachers in Mecca, Medina, 
Basra and Küfa. He was also an expert in Arabic grammar and poetry. 
The scholars have praised him extensively for his knowledge and piety. 


THE TRANSMITTERS OF HIS READING STYLE 


Many have transmitted his reading style including, Ahmad b. Zayd 
Halwani, Yahya b. Mubarak, Al-Dawri, Süsi and many others. 

Out of these, the two prominent ones were, the blind gar, Abū 
*Amr Hafs al-Dawri (d. 241/855) popularly known as Al-Dawri and 
Abū Shu‘ayb b. “Abdallah al-Súsi (d. 261/874).27 
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7. ‘ABDALLAH B. ‘AMIR AL-DIMISHQI (D. 118/736) 


He was the Imam of the mosque in Damascus during and after the 
reign of Umar b. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz, and a renowned judge of the period. He 
learned his reading style from numerous companions of the Prophet 
$$, such as Fazāla b. Ubayd and Abū al-Darda. He was a renowned 
narrator of traditions and Muslim has quoted from him in his Sahih. 


THE TRANSMITTERS OF HIS READING STYLE 


Many have quoted his reading style including, Ayyúb b. Tamim, 
Hisham b. ‘Ammar, Muhammad b. Saïd, Abū ‘Amr b. Dhaqwan and 
many others. 

The two prominent amongst these were the traditionist and jurist, 
Hisham b. ‘Ammar al-Salami (d. 245/859) and Abū ‘Amr b. Bashir b. 
Dhaqwan al-Dimishgi (d. 242/856).78 


11.3 - THE SELECTION OF THE SEVEN READERS 


The Quranic scholars at the end of the third century to the middle of 
the fourth century began compiling works on the most popular 
readings prevalent at their time. 

The most famous of all these chroniclers was Abii Bakr Ahmad b. 
Mujahid (d. 324/935) who wrote about the details of the seven 
recitation styles and these became the seven popular readings. He 
chose the seven he considered as the best readings of his time in the 
major Muslim cities of Mecca, Medina, Kūfā, Basra and Damascus. He 
writes in his introduction: l 


So these seven (that I have chosen) are scholars from the Hijāz (Mecca and 
Medina), Iraq (Kūfā and Başra) and Syria (Damascus). They inherited the 
successors (tābiūn) in the knowledge of the recitation of the Quran, and the 
people all accepted and agreed upon their recitation, from their respective 
territories and the territories surrounding them..."?? 
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The reason why scholars paid so much attention to the seven 
readers, despite there being many others of equal or better standing, 
was that the number of recitations had multiplied so quickly that they 
lost interest in learning and recording all the traditions about recitation. 
Thus they decided to choose several of the recitations which complied 
with the orthography of the Quran and which were easier to learn and 
record. 

These seven recitations became so well known that people imagined 
that other recitations should not be used. This however, has never been 
claimed. 

Some scholars consider the seven types of recitation as mutawatir, 
that is, as having been related widely in unbroken chains of 
transmissions. However, Zarkashi cautions: 


It is true that these seven recitations from the seven readers have come to us via 
unbroken chain of transmission but their chains of transmission from the Prophet 
are open to inspection, since the chains of transmission of the seven readers are 
all isolated (a/-khabar al-wahid ). 


11.4 - THE PREREQUISITES FOR AN 
AUTHENTIC READING STYLE 


Al-Suyüti mentions the following conditions for a reading to be 
accepted.90 

1. The reading must have an authentic chain back to the Prophet 2x. 

2. Thereading must conform to the Arabic grammar. 


3. The reading must conform with the codex (mushaf ) of Uthman. 


CONCLUSION 


Much of the discussion in this chapter is of academic interest only as 
most of the different reading styles have died away, leaving only: 
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1. The style of Hafs from ‘Asim al-Kūfi which is prevalent across the 
entire Muslim world and accounts for 96% of the reading style 


employed today. 


2. The only other style worth noting is that of Warsh from Nafi“ al- 
Madani, which is still used in some parts of North and West Africa 


and accounts for 3% of the reading style employed today. 


3. In a few places, notably in parts of Yemen, the reading style of 
‘Amir is used, and this accounts for 1% of the reading style 
employed today. 


11.5 - THE SEVEN AHRUF OF THE QURAN 


1. THE MEANING OF HARF 


The word ahruf is the plural of harf It has several meanings. It can 
refer to a single letter of the alphabet or to the whole word. It also has 
the meaning of “speech”, hence it can refer to a dialect. Lexically, the 
word harf means the edge, margin or extremity of a thing. In the 
Quran, the word is used in three different contexts as below: 


I. THE EDGE 
€ 7 Ue dil ad es pl ss > 


And among men is he who serves God (standing) on the edge. (Al-Haj, 22:11) 


II. TO TURN ASIDE 


And whoever shall turn his back to them on that day — unless he turn aside for the sake 
of fighting or withdraws to a company — then he, indeed, becomes deserving of God's 
wrath. (Al-Anfāl, 8:16) 
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III. TO DISTORT, ALTER 
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And a party from among them indeed used to hear the Word of God, then altered it after 
they had understood it, and they know (this). (Al-Baqara, 2:75) 


UA 


In the context of ulūm al-Quran, the term “seven ahruf” can be 
translated as the seven ways, modes or dialects in which the Ouran 
may be pronounced. 

It is worth mentioning that most scholars agree that the seven ahruf 
are not the same as the seven readings (qíraa), although the two are 
occasionally confused with one another. In fact, the two terms are quite 
distinct from each other because the traditions of the seven ahruf are 
attributed to the Prophet ££, at a time when the concept of the seven 
readings did not exist. The first writer to describe or collect the seven 
readings was Abú Bakr b. Mujahid, in the beginning of the fourth 
century hijra. 

We will now discuss the validity of the concept of the Ouran being 
revealed in seven ahruf, by critically examining a sample of the main 
traditions, so as to reach an acceptable conclusion. 


2. THE SEVEN AHRUF (SAB‘ATU AHRUF) 


The issue of the Quran being revealed according to seven ahruf is only 
accepted by some scholars, and most scholars have generally rejected 
the whole concept. The proponents of the concept base their belief on a 
number of traditions which state that the Quran was revealed 
according to seven ahruf. For brevity, only three of these are 


reproduced below. 


1. ‘Abdullah b. ‘Abbas narrated: 


"God's messenger $$ said, “Jibrail recited the Quran to me in one harf. I 
asked him to repeat it (in another way), and continued to ask him for more, 
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until he finally recited in seven different ahruf.”*! 


2. Al-Tabari narrated: 


A man recited (the Quran) to Umar b. al-Khattab, and Umar altered his 
reading. The man said, “I recited it to the Prophet #4, and he did not alter it.” 
Both argued in the presence of the Prophet 5. The. man asked, “O Messenger 
of God, did you not teach me to recite the verse in this manner?” The Prophet 
£$ replied, “Yes.” ‘Umar had a doubt (when he heard this) and the Prophet #3 
saw it in his face. He struck Umar's chest and said, "Drive away the Satan!” He 
repeated this thrice, and then added, “O ‘Umar, the Quran is all the same as 
long as you do not change mercy into punishment and punishment into 
mercy.” 


This tradition has also been narrated by Bukhari, Muslim and 
Tirmidhi with slight variations.°2 


3. Ubayy b. Ka'b narrated: 


The Prophet 4 was at the watering-place of Bani Ghaffar, when Jibrail came 
to him and said, "God has commanded you to teach your community to read 
the Quran in one harf” The Prophet #4 said, “Ask God for His forgiveness 
and mercy and (tell Him) that my community cannot bear this." Jibrail came 
again to him and said, "God has commanded you to teach your community 
to read the Quran in two harf.” The Prophet ?3 replied, “Ask God for His 
forgiveness and mercy and (tell Him) that my community cannot bear this." 
Then, Jibra'il came a third time and said, “God has commanded you to teach 
your community to read the Quran in three ahruf.” The Prophet ££ said, 
" Ask God for His forgiveness and mercy and (tell Him) that my community 
cannot bear this." Then, Jibrail came a fourth time and said, “God has 
commanded you to teach your community to read the Quran in seven ahruf. 
In whichever harf they read, they will have recited correctly.”33 


3. A STUDY OF THE TRADITIONS OF THE SEVEN AHRUF 


The traditions about the seven ahruf are numerous. However, several 
different versions of the same event are narrated, making it impossible 
to build a reliable picture of events. The Hadith researcher is forced to 
consider abandoning all these traditions altogether, because they are all 
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Even amongst the scholars who believe, from these traditions, that 
the Quran was revealed in seven ahruf, there is disagreement about 
what is actually meant by the term ahruf. A number of meanings are 
cited, and the popular ones are as below: 


I. THAT THE TERM APPLIES TO DIFFERENT WORDS, WITH 
SIMILAR MEANINGS 


A group of traditions mention that the companions would occasionally 
substitute a word in the text of the Quran with another, synonymous 
word. 


For example, in the verse, 


z a fk. ote TES 
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Surely the rising by night is the firmest way to tread and the best corrective of speech. 
(Al-Muzzammil, 73:6) 


Malik b. Anas used to read the word “aqwamu” as “aswabu”. When 
someone reminded him, "O Abū Hamza, the word in the verse is 
" aqwamu^, he answered: "aqwamu^, "aswabu" or “ahda” are all the 
same." [The three words can be used interchangeably to mean 'certain', 
‘accurate’ or ‘correct’.] 

Also, it is narrated that Aba al-Darda was teaching a man the 


following verses, 


CA Bes AL Ld 
Surely, the tree of the Zaqqiim; is the food of the sinful. (Al-Dukhan, 44:43-44) 
but the man kept reading "a/-yatimi^ (the orphan) instead of “al- 
athimi” (the sinful). In the end, Abū al-Darda told him to say “al-fajiri” 
(the wicked), instead.” 
This interpretation of the seven ahrufwas adopted by Tabari.? And, 
according to Al-Qurtübi, this opinion was adopted by the majority of 


scholars.?7 
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REFUTATIONS OF THIS VIEW 


1. The above cannot be the correct interpretation of the seven aAruf, 
because it is only applicable in certain places in the Quran, it does 


not apply to the whole Quran. 


2. More importantly, according to the reports above, it was Anas and 
Abū al-Dardā who changed the words to their synonyms; they 


were not revealed in that form to the Prophet £3. 


3. The actions of these companions clearly goes against the verse: 
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And when Our clear communications are recited to them, those who hope 
not for Our meeting say: Bring a Quran other than this or change it. Say: It 
does not beseem me that I should change it of myself; I follow naught but 
what is revealed to me; surely I fear, if I disobey my Lord, the punishment of 
a mighty day. (Yūnus, 10:15) 
This was the reply that the Prophet $£ was instructed to give to 
those who asked for a different Quran; if he himself could not 
change the Qur'an, how could others do so? 


Il. THAT THE TERM APPLIES TO THE SEVEN TYPES OF 
VERSES IN THE QUR'AN 


This view is based on a report from Ibn al-Mas'üd, who quotes the 


Prophet 6 as saying: 


The first (heavenly) book came down in one Aarf The Quran came down in 
seven ahruf, which are: prohibition, command, lawful, unlawful, definite, 
indefinite and parables. Thus, avoid what it has prohibited, perform what it has 
commanded, allow what it makes lawful, abandon what it prohibits, follow its 
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definite verses, believe in its indefinite verses and heed the warnings of its 
parables.°8 


REFUTATIONS OF THIS VIEW 


This above tradition has a weak chain of transmission and, moreover, it 
has several problems: 


l. The ambit of the terms "prohibition" and "unlawful", and 
“command” and "lawful" is similar and thus the number of ahruf 


is really only five. 


2. There are several other matters dealt with in the Quran that are not 
included in the above seven categories, for example, heaven and 
hell, histories of past communities, creation of man, qualities of 
God, and so on. 


3. Other traditions give different descriptions to the seven ahruf, such 
as, “command, prohibition, persuasion, intimidation, argument, 
histories of past communities and parables” 32 


III. THAT THE TERM APPLIES TO THE DIALECTS OF THE 
SEVEN MAIN TRIBES AT THE TIME OF REVELATION 


It is the view of some scholars that the Quran was revealed in the 
dialects of the seven main Arab tribes at the time of the Prophet $$; 
Quraysh, Hudhayl, Hawāzan, Al-Yaman, Kinana, Tamim,Thagif. Y 


REFUTATIONS OF THIS VIEW 


1. This view is contradicted by other traditions, for instance, Umar 
narrates that, "the Ouran was revealed in the dialect of the tribe of 
Mudar”.t! 


2. And Uthmān said at the time of preparing the unified codex of the 
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Ouran, "If you dispute over something in the Ouran, then write it 
in the dialect of the Ouraysh, because it was revealed in their 
dialect."4? 


3. The Quran assimilated the eloquence of all the Arab dialects (they 
were over 50 of them?*), without being restricted to any one or 
several tribes, and indeed, that was why it was regarded as the 
standard against which to measure their language and grammar. 


DISCUSSION 


The purpose of the seven ahruf according to several traditions was to 
make it easier for the people to read the Quran.4 However, when 
people began changing certain words for their synonyms, it created 
great confusion. Hence, it is narrated that Uthmān b. Affan ordered all 
the different readings to be abandoned and only one harf be employed. 

If the original traditions regarding the granting of permission of the 
Prophet # to recite as one wished (as long as the meanings remained 
unaltered) is to be believed, then the conditions at the time of Uthmān 
were the same as those at the time of the Prophet EE, yet he restricted 
the people to one Aarf. 

The irony is that, although the traditions state that the Prophet 5 
asked for the Quran to be revealed in seven ahruf because apparently 
the Arabs would not be able to read the Quran with ease if it was only 
in one harf, yet at the time of Uthmān, the people, despite their 
different races and languages, were able to read in only one harf. 

It is for the foregoing reasons that many scholars reject the whole 
idea of seven ahruf The fact is that these traditions are contrary to 
reason and the Quran itself. It seems more plausible that these ahruf 
arose from the differences in the opinions of the narrators about the 
recitation of the Quran. The better opinion is the tradition quoted by 
Zurara, on the authority of Al-Sadiq: 


“The Quran is one, revealed from the One; the differences have been 
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caused by the narrators.”.4” 


11.6 - THE SCIENCE OF TAJWID 


Tajwid is one of the important sciences of the Quran. Its name is the 
verbal noun of jawwada (lit. to improve), and it refers to the correct 
recitation of the Quranic text. This science is concerned with the proper 
pronunciation of the individual letters of the text, the accurate 
articulation and punctuation of the words and phrases, and the rhythm 
and temper of Quranic recitation. 

The basic principles of tajwīd were laid down at the time of the 
Prophet ££, and successive generations of Muslims preserved its theory 
and practice through the specialists in recitation, the gurrā: Correct 
recitation is essential if the strong aural impact of the Quran, which 
had such a powerful effect on the original audience, is to be achieved. 

The recitation of Quran in a pleasant, melodious style, with 
impeccable tajwid, is as popular now as ever. Almost every Muslim 
owns, or has access to, audio recordings of the best qurra; there are 
numerous recitation exhibitions and competitions held every year 
across the world where Muslims of all ages come to display their skill 


in front of large and appreciative audiences. The website, 
http:/ /english.islamway.com/sindex.php?section-erecitorslist 


is a repository containing the recitations of over 200 renowned 
qurrà, reciting in a variety of styles. In addition to the normal 
reading style of Hafs, there are examples of recitals in the reading 
styles of Warsh, Qalün and Al-Bazzi. 


About the recitation of the Quran, God says: 


e He has made the Quran easy to recite: And certainly We have 
made the Quran easy for remembrance, but is there anyone 
who will mind? (Al-Qamar, 54:17); 
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e He listens to its recital: And you are not (engaged) in any affair, 
nor do you recite concerning it any portion of the Quran, nor do 
you do any work but We are witnesses over you... (Yunus, 
10:61); 


e The believers are commanded to pay attention when it is recited: 
And when the Quran is recited, then listen to it and remain silent 
that mercy may be shown to you. (Al-A'raf, 7:204); 


e They are enjoined to recite it in the manner it deserves: Those to 
whom We have given the Book read it as it ought to be read. (Al- 
Baqara, 2:121) 


and: And recite the Quran as it ought to be recited. (Al- 
Muzzammil, 73:4); 


e Its recital brings tranquillity to the hearts: Those who believe and 
whose hearts are set at rest by the remembrance of Allah (i.e 
reciting the Quran); now surely by Allah's remembrance are the 
hearts set at rest. (Al-Ra'd, 13:28). 


The science of fajwid allows the Muslim to recite the sacred text 
correctly and in the manner recited by the Prophet $ himself. 
Although it requires able tutoring and a lot of practice to master tajwid, 
we will briefly look at some of the salient aspects of this science. 


1. ETIQUETTES OF RECITING THE QUR'AN 


There are some prerequisites recommended for one who wishes to 
recite the Quran. These include external preparations as well as an 
internal readiness to interact with the sacred text. 


The external preparations include: 


e Purity of the body and the place of recitation. The reciter should 
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have performed the ritual ablution, or wudu. 
e Sitting in a respectful posture facing the qibla. 


e Beginning the recitation after seeking God's refuge from Shaytan, 
and reciting the basmala. 


e Avoiding distractions, or interrupting the recitation to talk with the 
people, or be otherwise diverted from the recital. 


However, the greatest benefits from the recital of the Quran will only 
be realized when these external preparations are coupled with an 


internal preparedness. This includes: 


e The presence of heart and mind and a constant awareness that 
these are the words of Almighty God. 


e Utmost humbleness and shedding tears when reciting 
e Making efforts to understand the meaning of the words well. 
e Pondering deeply about the meaning. 


e Feeling that every message in the Quran is meant for the reciter 
personally. 


e Resolving to apply the divine teachings in one's life.. 


2. PRONUNCIATION OF THE ARABIC LETTERS 


Arabic contains some unique sounds that are difficult to master 
without practice. For example, the pronunciation of the letter dad (o2) 
is so peculiar to the Arabs that they are sometimes called the people of 
the dad (ahl al-dad). The entire Arabic alphabet of 28 letters can be 
divided into ten groups according to the five places of origin 
(makhārij) of their pronunciation. These five places are: the mouth 
cavity (al-jawf), the tongue (a/-lisān), the lips (a/-shafatan), the throat 
or pharynx (a/-ha/g) and the nasal passage (a/-khaishūm). 
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The ten groups are as follows: 


1 


The aerial letters (a/-hurúf al-hawaiyya). These are the long vowels 
a, ¡and a. Their place of origin is the mouth cavity and the throat; 


the sound is made by exhaling. 


The labial letters (a/-hurüf al-shafawiyya). These are four: ba, tā, 
mim and waw. Their place of origin is the lips; the sound is made 
by the movement of the lips. Fa’ requires the use of the upper teeth 


as well. 


The guttural letters (a/-Aurtif a/-halgiyya). These are six: hamza, ha; 
ain, ha, ghayn, khā: Their place of origin is the throat; the first two 
originate from the bottom of the throat, the nest two form its 
middle, and the last two from its upper portion. 


The two uvular letters (a/-harafan al-lahawiyan). These are two; gaf 
and kāf Qafis pronounced by touching the hard palate by the 
extreme posterior portion of the tongue and kāf by the posterior 
portion touching the hard palate. 


The palatal letters (a/-hurüf al-shajariyya). These are three: ja; sha’ 
and ya: They are pronounced by touching the middle portion of 
the tongue to hard palate. 


The alveolar or liquid letters (a/-hurüf al-dhalaqiyya). These are 
three: rā, niin and lam. They are pronounced by touching the front 
part of the hard palate with the tip of the tongue. 


The dental letters (a/-hurūf a/-nitīyya). These are three: ta? dal and 
fa. They are pronounced when the tip of the tongue touches the 
root of the upper incisors. 


The gingival or alveo-dental letters (a/-hurüf al-lithawiyya). These 
are three: tha, dhā and zā: They are pronounced when the tip of 
the tongue touches the biting edge of the upper incisors. 
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The inter-dental letters (a/-huruf al-asaliyya). These are three: sin, 
za” and sad. They are pronounced when the tip of the tongue 
touches the root of the lower incisors. 


The molar letter (a/-harf al-haffi or al-harf dad). The letter dad is 
pronounced when the lower portion of the slightly twisted left or 
right side of the tongue touches the edge of the upper left molars. 


3. THE ATTRIBUTES OF THE QUR'ANIC ALPHABET 


Each letter at the time of pronunciation from its makhraj or place of 


pronunciation has an attribute. These attributes are divided into two 


principal categories; inherent (dhatiyya) and acquired or temporary 


(mahalliyya). These groups are briefly discussed below. 


INHERENT ATTRIBUTES 


These are the qualities of a letter that are inherent or permanent 


(dhātiyya), they constitute the letter (muqawwima) and are inseparable 


from it (/azima). They are the following: 


ile 


Al-Mahmisa — the gently-voiced. This group includes: tha) ha; 
kha? sin, dad, fa, kaf and ha? The sound remains so gentle in the 
place of its origin that breathing can continue. 


Al-Mahjúra — the vocalized. This group includes: a, bà, dal, dha; 
rà, zā) ta, za, ayn, ghayn, gat, lam, mim, niin, waw and ya: In 
contrast to the group above, the sound remains with such force in 
the place of its origin that breathing has to stop. The letters are 
pronounced with the voice and not with the breath. 


Al-Shadida — the powerful. This group includes: a, jim, dal, gaf, tā, 
bà, kāf and tā: When pronouncing these letters the voice is 
confined to this sound only because of a complete confidence in the 
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place of its origin. A secondary group is A/-Mutawassit — the 
moderate. This group includes /ām, nin, ayn, mim and ra. The 


voice cannot be quite confined to the sound of the letter. 


ALRikhwa — softness. This group includes: tha; hà; kha, dha, za, 
sin, shin, sad, dad, za; ghayn, fà; waw, hā and ya: These sounds run 
on, for example when reciting szn and shin with tashdid (hardened 
stress). It happens because of a weak confidence in the place of 
origin. 


Al-Musta liyya — the elevated. This group includes: kha; sad, dad, 
ghayn, tā, gāf and za” The tongue is elevated to the hard palate for 
pronouncing these sounds. 


Al-Mustafilah — the depressed. This group includes the remaining 
twenty-two letters, which, in contrast, are pronounced while the 
tongue is lowered to the bottom of the mouth. 


AL-Mutbaqa - the covered. This group includes: sad, dad, tā and za” 
These are some of the most difficult letters to pronounce correctly. 
The are so called because the part of the tongue which is their place 
of pronunciation is closely covered by the opposite part of the had 
palate. 


Al-Munfatiha — the opened. This includes the remaining twenty- 


four letters, whose pronunciation requires the palate to be revealed. 


Al-Mudhlaga — a light pronunciation. This group includes: £& rā) 
mim, nun, lam and ba: These letters are pronounced lightly with 
the use of the tongue and lips. 


Al-Musmata — a hard pronunciation. This includes the remaining 
twenty-two letters, whose pronunciation is hard compared to the 
group above. 


ALSafir — This literally means a bird-like whistling sound. This 
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group includes: sad, zā and sin, because, when pronounced, they 
produce this type of sound. 


Al-Qalgala — This means agitation and movement. This group 
includes: gāf, tā, bà; jim and dal. The term galgala is used when 
they are pronounced with a strong stress — producing a slight echo 


- when a word abruptly ends with a sukūn on these letters. 


Al-Lin — This means softness, and in tajwid it is used for the letters 


waw and ya, which are pronounced easily and with no effort. 


Al-Inhiraf. This means divergence or change in location, and refers 
to the slight divergence of /am and rā from their places of origin 
towards the origin of the other. 


Al-Takrir. This means repetition, and refers to the tremor and 
vibration in the tip of the tongue when pronouncing the letter rā: 


Al-Tafashshá. This means spreading and extending. In tajwid, it 
refers to the spread of air in the mouth when pronouncing the letter 
shin. 


17. A/-Istitāla. This means stretching, and refers to the prolongation of 
the sound from one side of the tongue to the other when 
pronouncing the letter dad. 

TEMPORARY ATTRIBUTES 


These are qualities of a letter that are acquired; they do not form an 
integral part of the letter (arida), they are not always present in the 
letter (mahalliyya) and their purpose is to add beauty to the recitation 


(muhassina). They are the following: 


TE 


The rules of am a/jalāla. This governs the pronunciation of the 
word, Allah depending on the vowel that precedes it. If it is a 
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kasra, then Allah is pronounced with a light sound, if it is a damma 


or fatha, it is pronounced with a broad sound. 


2. The rules of the letter rā: These are a set of rules that govern 
whether the rā is pronounced with a light or broad sound. For 
example, it is recited with a broad sound if it carries either a fatha 
or gamma, but with a thin sound if it carries a Kasra. This is only 


one rule, there are several others. 


3. The rules of nan sakin (the quiescent niin). Once more, a set of 
rules come into play depending on the letters that precede or 
follow the nan sākin or tanwin (nunnation). Depending on the 
situation, the reciter will employ one of four modes of pronouncing 
the nan; izhar (manifesting the full sound of niin), idghām 
(assimilating the nun sound), ig/āb (changing the nún to a different 
sound, like mim) or ikhfā'(reducing the intensity of the niin sound). 


4. The rules of mim sakin (the quiescent mim). When a word ends in 
mim sākin, the reciter will use one of three modes of recitation, 
depending on the letter that begins the next word. If this letter is 
another mim, then idgham shafawi (labial assimilation) with 
nasalization will take place. If it is a ba; then ikhfā shafawi (labial 
lowering of the sound) will occur. In every other case there will be 
izhar shafawi (labial manifestation), where the full mim sound will 
be pronounced. 


5. The rules of madd (the stretch). Depending on the circumstances, 
the reciter will stretch the long vowel by two lengths (gasr), three 
to five lengths (tawassut), or five to six lengths (fa/). Twenty 
different permutations make correct recitation of all the 


occurrences of madd possible for experienced reciters only. 


6. The rules of idgham (assimilation). This refers to the assimilation of 
one letter by another. Six letters are involved: ya; rà; mim, lam, 


waw and nún, collectively called the yarma/ūn letters. These six 


CHAPTER 11: THE RECITAL OF THE QUR'AN 213 
ee" 
letters always assimilate nūn sākin or tanwin when the next word 
begins with one of them. However, if the letters appear after niin 
sakin within a word, the rule does not apply. Fortunately, the gari’ 
has only got to be mindful of four such instances in the Quran. 
Once again, there is much more to the rules of idghām then 
contained in this brief description. 


A full treatment of these rules is out of the scope of this book, and 
interested readers can refer to the specialist books on tajwid. 


4. THE PLACES OF PAUSING (AL-WUQUF) AND RESUMING 
(AL-IBTIDA”) IN THE RECITATION OF THE OURAN 


In the science of tajwid, there is a section about the places within the 
Quranic text where the gāri can take a pause for breath with the 
intention to continue reciting. These pauses are necessary for the 
reciter, but are also highly effective in communicating the message of 
the Quran to the listeners also. The Quran itself enjoins tartū, or 
measured recital: 


E Ēd Ee I C 
€ Susp 015701 559 > 


And recite the Ouran in a measured manner. (Al-Muzzammil, 73:4) 


When “Ali b. Abi Tālib was asked about the meaning of tartū in the 
verse above, he replied that it was the tajwid of the letters and the 
knowledge of the pauses.*” To facilitate correct recitation, there are 
several abbreviated signs placed within the text so that the correct rules 
of pausing can be observed. Brief details of these signs are: 


e (mim) This is an abbreviation for wagf a/-/āzim, the compulsory 
pause. A pause here is absolutely necessary, otherwise the meaning of 


the verse will change. 


Y (am) This is an abbreviation for al-waqf al-mamnü;, the forbidden 


pause. One must not pause here, especially if it comes in the middle of 
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the verse, otherwise the meaning will be affected. 


€ (jim) This is an abbreviation for wagf aljaiz, a permissible pause. In 
fact, it is better to pause here, although a gāri” may choose to continue. 


3 (za?) This is an abbreviation for wagf al-mujawwaz. It is allowed to 


pause here, but better to continue. 


o4 (sad) This is an abbreviation for wagf al-murakhkhas, a permissible 
pause. If the gari’ is tired, he may make a pause here, but he should 
combine the words when he continues. 


ae This is an abbreviation for a/-was/u awla, meaning combination is 
preferable. It is better to combine the words and continue recitation. 


d (gāf) This is an abbreviation for gila alayhi'? waqf. It indicates that 
some authorities on recitation had allowed a pause here. It is an 
optional pause. 


«iš This sign says gif, which is the imperative form, and means: take a 
pause. These signs are placed where it is thought that the reciter might 
continue and avoid pausing. 


u This is an abbreviation of sakta, which means silence, Here the 
reciter must take a short pause in such a manner that the breath is not 
broken. There are only four places where this sign is found in the 
Quran; in verses 18:1, 36:52, 75:27 and 83:14. 


4i$, This sign indicates a longer pause than the one above, once again 
without breaking the breath. 


4 This is the abbreviation of a/-wagf al-mutlaq, the absolute pause. It is 
better to pause here and then continue the recitation from the next 
word. 


8 This stands for qila lā wagf “alayh, meaning: it is said there is no 
pause on it. It is better to continue the recitation at this sign. 
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& tor .. s. These signs indicate a/-wagf af-muānaga, the embracing 
pause. When one each of these signs is on either side of a phrase, the 
reciter can pause at either one, but not both, because that will change 
the meaning. 


€ This sign indicates a rukū”, one section of the Quranic text (of varying 
length). 


@) This sign indicates the end of the verse. The verse number is written 
inside it. 
& This sign indicates a verse end according to the readers of Medina. 


+ This sign stands for hizb (a sixtieth part of the Quran) and indicates 
the end of the hizb. 


cá This sign stands for the end of a nis£ half of a hizb. 
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THE MIRACLE OF THE QUR'AN 
IJAZ AL-QUR'AN 


he prophets 2 of God have always presented miracles to 

prove to their communities the veracity of their claim to 

prophethood. Indeed, this is one of the signs of a Prophet 4, 
and this subject is discussed in more detail in books of theology. The 
miracles manifested by the prophets # were designed to cause the 
greatest impact on the host community, and convince them that such 
an extraordinary event could not occur except at the hands of a Divine 
messenger. 

In some cases, the prophets 42 demonstrated miracles that were 
demanded by the people themselves, as in the case of Salih 92, who 
produced a camel from the side of a mountain. At other times, they 
would display miracles that would be relevant to the talents prevalent 
amongst their people. For example, the Jews at the time of Isa 42 had 
made many advances in medicine, and thus were awestruck by his 
ability to reverse leprosy, blindness, and even death. Firawn's people 
were adept magicians and so when Müsa 23 cast his staff and it 
became a snake, they immediately realised the miracle of what they 
were witnessing, and brought faith. 

At the dawn of Islam, the Arabs were proud of their language and 
eloquence, which had evolved to an art form. Oratory and poetic skill 
was universally appreciated and valued. When asked for a miracle, 
Prophet Muhammad # presented the Quran. The Arabs were 
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enchanted by its unique style, neither poetry nor prose, but a powerful 
and moving synergy of the two. Indeed, the polytheists cautioned each 
other to avoid listening to it, having seen the effect of its words on 
listeners. In despair, they tried to stem the influence of the Quran by 
calling the Prophet 2$ a poet (21:5), a soothsayer (52:29), an enchanter 
(51:39) and even a madman (15:6). 

Walid b. Mughira al-Makhzúmi was a renowned orator and chief 
amongst the Arabs, and inimical towards Islam. Once, he was passing 
by the Prophet 24 when he heard him recite a few verses from the 
chapter Al-Mu'min in prayer. Walid was so taken by the words that he 


exclaimed: 


By God, I have just heard from Muhammad a speech that does not resemble that 
of man or jinn. By God, it has a certain sweetness, a certain beauty. His words are 
like a lofty tree, whose branches are heavy with fruit and whose roots are 
established and wide-reaching. It surpasses (every speech) and will not be 
surpassed... ! 


When Walid was formally asked by the Quraysh to help them to 
counter the Quranic challenge, his earlier instinctive admiration gave 
way to a hardened stubbornness. In a gathering where Walid was 
present, the Prophet $$ recited verses from the chapter Fussilat, in 
which a clear warning is sent to the idolaters. Walid was deeply 
affected by the powerful message in these verses. He left the gathering 
and remained in his house for three days pondering on what he had 
heard. However, the arrogance that was entrenched in him would not 
allow him to submit to what he knew was a Divine message. The 


Quran describes his actions and conclusions in some detail: 


€ 
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Indeed, he reflected and plotted; and may he be cursed how he plotted. Again, ma yy he be 
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cursed how he plotted. Then he looked; then he frowned and scowled. Then he turned 


back with arrogance. Then he said: This is nothing but enchantment, narrated (from 


others); this is nothing but the word of a mortal. (Al-Muddaththir, 74:18-25) 


Despite his rejection, Walid’s words rang hollow and his frustration at 


being unable to match the Quran’s eloquence was clear. 


12.1 - THE QUR'AN COMPARED TO OTHER 
MIRACLES 


Several differences exist between the Quran and the miracles of the 


previous prophets 22: 


4 


Its eternal and universal nature: The miracle is accessible by all of 
mankind. It is not limited to a specific location or time, and 
successive generations of Muslims are able to experience the 
miracle. 


Its independence of the Prophet f$: Unlike other miracles, the 
Quran endures even after the Prophet 5$ who brought it has 


passed away. 


Its guidance encompasses all its addressees: The Quranic guidance 
is available to everyone, lay person and scholar. 


Its continuous guidance: As an individual develops his spiritual 
and mental insight, the Quran becomes more meaningful for him. 


Its constant freshness: Muslims find the Quran has an invigorating 
freshness that never fades. Regular reading brings forth new and 


clearer meaning in God's message. 


Indeed, since the mission of the Prophet $% was for all time, it was 


necessary that his miracle also be one that could be appreciated by his 
followers in every age. This function is perfectly served by the Quran. 


In the next section we will look at the miraculous aspect or 
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inimitability (77az) of the Qur'an. 
12.2 - AN OVERVIEW OF WORKS ON IJAZ 


Perhaps the earliest complete work on the inimitable nature of the 
Quran (/jaz al-Quran) was [jaz al-Quran fi Nazmihi wa Talītihi by 
Muhammad b. Zaid al-Wasiti (d. 307/920).? The earliest extant work is 
the treatise, Bayan Ijaz al-Quran of Abū Sulayman b. Ibrahim al-Bustī 
(d. 388/998).5 Some of the other prominent scholars who have written 
in this field are Al-Rummani (d. 386/996), Al-Bagiláni (d. 403/1012), Al- 
Jurjani (d. 471/1078), Fakhr al-Rázi (d. 606/1209) and Al-Suyati (d. 
910/1504). 

In recent times, many treatises on the subject have appeared. Some 
contemporary scholars who have written on ijāz al-Quran are Al- 
Balaghi (1352/1933), Tabātabāī (d. 1401/1981) and Al-Khūī (d. 
1412/1992).* 


12.3 - THE ROLE OF MIRACLES 


As we have discussed, the prophets 2% presented miracles to 
substantiate their claims, and indeed, miracles were demanded by the 
people. It is interesting that the prophets #2 did not always present 
their miracles as an introduction to their mission, as one might expect. 
In many instances they would begin by appealing to the intellect and 
reason of the people. Those who were sensible and broad-minded 


immediately realised the truth of the message. The Quran says: 
AA re Lac i A EXER EA d 
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And those to whom the knowledge has been given see that which has been revealed to 
you from your Lord is the truth, and it guides to the path of the Mighty, the Praised. 
(Sabā, 34:6) 
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And when the Christians debated with the Prophet f$, his reasoned 
arguments convinced them intellectually and moved them to tears as 
they realised the truth: 


¿ii 
And when they hear what has been revealed to the messenger you will see their eyes 
overflowing with tears on account of the truth that they recognize. (Al-Maida, 5:83) 


However, the prophets tk always encountered some groups who 
persisted in stubborn rejection. It was for such people that they would 
display their miracle. As an example, let us look at how events 
unfolded when God directed Misa £2 and Hārūn ? to go to Firawn: 


Then go together to Firawn and say: Surely we are the messengers of the Lord of 
the worlds (Al-Shii‘ara’, 26:16). 


When they come to Firawn, he begins a tirade wherein he reminds 
Misa 24 of his past favours to him and how he felt that he was let 


down. Mūsā 4% dismisses this false posturing with a direct question: 


And is it a favour of which you reproach me that you have enslaved the Bani 
Isrā'īl? (Al-Shū'arā', 26:22). 


Unable to answer, Firawn comes back to Mūsā's 28 initial statement, 
and asks an arrogant guestion and receives a clear reply: 


Firawn said: And what is the Lord of the worlds? (Al-Shü'ara, 26:23). 


He (Mūsā) said: (He is) The Lord of the heavens and the earth and what is 
between them, if you had any inner conviction. (Al-Shū'arā, 26:24). 


Now Fir‘awn turns mockingly to his courtiers: 
(Firawn) said to those around him: Do you not hear? (Al-Shūrarā”, 26:25). 


Now, Musa & also addresses the court: 
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He said: Your Lord and the Lord of your fathers of old. (Al-Shü'ara', 26:26). 
Fir‘awn is not pleased at this boldness, and resorts to derision: 


Said he: Most surely your Messenger who is sent to you is mad (Al-Shü'ara,, 
26:27). 


Undeterred, Musa ? continues: 


He said: The Lord of the east and the west and what is between them, if you 
understand (Al-Shu‘ara’, 26:28). 


Losing his temper and patience, Firawn threatens punishment: 


Said he: If you will take a god besides me, I will most certainly imprison you. (Al- 
Shū'arā, 26:29). 


Finally, knowing that reasoned argument has failed, Musa 42 
decides to display his miracles: 


He said: What! even if I bring to you something manifest? (Al-Shú'ara”, 26:30). 
Fir‘awn challenges him to do so: 
Said he: Bring it then, if you are of the truthful ones. (Al-Shúara”, 26:31). 


So he cast down his rod, and lo! it was an obvious serpent; And he drew forth his 
hand, and lo! it appeared white to the onlookers. (Al-Shi‘ara’, 26:32, 33). 


Clearly, Mūsā &% tried to reason with him before displaying his 
miracles. In the same manner, the Quran served a dual purpose. For 
the unbelievers it was the miracle that they needed to prove the claim 
of the Prophet #%, and for the believers it was additionally the source of 
guidance towards felicity and God’s pleasure. 


12.4 - ASPECTS OF THE MIRACLE OF THE 
QURAN 


There is no doubt that the Quran is a book of unmatched excellence, 
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both in style and content. Scholars have written many works describing 
the various features of the Quran that contribute to its Ijaz, or 


miraculous nature. Some of these features are discussed briefly below. 


1. ELOQUENCE 


Arab litterateurs and rhetoricians have always held that the main 
aspect of the miracle of the Quran is its sublime eloquence and 
rhetoric. They have written many treatises in praise of the linguistic 
character of its sacred verses, and have shown that it contains a 
remarkable coherence, with every single word perfectly placed in the 
verse to achieve the overall effect. In this regard, Jurjani and others 
have written: 


If a single word is removed from a verse, and then an exhaustive search made in 

the entire Arabic vocabulary to find a suitable equivalent in that same place, it 

will be futile.5 

Indeed, since the Quran was introduced to its knowledgeable 
audience orally, its eloquence and unique style was the immediate 
aspect of its miracle. Every listener was stirred by its powerful 
discourse and as we have seen, even the idolaters were unwillingly 
moved to praise it. 

With an economy of words, the Quran presented deep and novel 
ideas to the Arabs, blending everyday words to create wondrous and 
thought-provoking phrases and speech. The verses were not poetry or 
prose, yet they contained a unique assonance that spoke to the mind 


and was readily memorised. 


2. LOFTY AND NOBLE IDEALS 


Perhaps the greatest aspect of the ijāz of the Quran is how it presented 
the loftiest ideals for the guidance of man, which had hitherto not been 
revealed to any nation in such a comprehensive fashion. It taught man 
the reason and secret of his existence, his place in the entirety of God's 
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creation, his duty towards his fellow man and his Creator, his roles and 
program in this life, and what awaited him in the hereafter. God says: 
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Indeed, there has come to you light and a clear Book from God; with it God guides him 
who will follow His pleasure into the ways of safety and brings them out of utter 
darkness into light by His will and guides them to the right path. (A]-Mai'da, 5:15, 16) 


3. THE WISDOM OF ITS RULINGS 


The rulings and ethical directives that the Quran presented, to create 
and govern a just society, is another dimension of its miracle. In life, 
man is faced with both individual as well as societal duties. He needs 
to be mindful of both, because he does not live in isolation, but in 
communities. To survive and flourish, a community requires its 
members to cooperate with one another to create a safe and happy 
environment for all. The wisdom that is necessary to govern and create 
such societies cannot come from man's own intellect. This is evident 
from looking at the number of amendments that are regularly made in 
any man-made constitution. 

The laws promulgated by the Quran not only address individual 
and societal concerns; they also cater for man's responsibility to his 
Creator and to his station in the hereafter. They seek to secure his 
felicity in this world as well as the next. It is in this holistic approach 


that the Qur'an is unique and matchless amongst legal texts. 


4. THE LOGIC AND ARGUMENTS PRESENTED BY THE 
QUR'AN 

The impeccable logic used by the Quran in extending its arguments are 
of a kind that is indeed miraculous. In normal circumstances, a book 
will address one level of readership only. A book written for a 
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university student will be too complicated and dry for the ordinary 
reader; material that will appeal to a pious but lay person will not be 
suitable for an experienced scholar. Despite this essential difficulty, the 
Quran, time and time again, presents persuasive arguments that 
address the entire spectrum of humanity, across different levels of 
intellect, experience and piety. 


5. SCIENCE 


Although the Quran is not a book of science, nevertheless it mentions 
many aspects of creation in the course of the verses, that are in perfect 
conformance with modern scientific knowledge. Many books have 
been written, especially in modern times, about the accuracy with 
which the Qur’an describes natural phenomena. And this is a powerful 
proof that it has been revealed by the Creator, Who is the knower of the 
mysteries and intricacies of the universe: 


io AAA OS EA 
a cor f A i sal ill > 
Say: He has revealed it Who knows the secret in the heavens and the earth. 
(Al-Furgān, 25:6) 


6. INFORMATION ABOUT THE UNKNOWN 


Information about the unknown can relate to three time periods; the 
past, the present and the future. 


i. The past. The Quran is full of biographical and historical information 
about past messengers, nations and peoples. However, whereas the 
ancient historical records had become tainted with false stories and 
myths, the Quran contains concise information whose accuracy is even 
now being marvelled at by archaeologists and historians who are 
unearthing the remnants of ancient civilizations. 

Some of the narratives of the Quran corrected the distortions in the 


existing texts, while some of them revealed new information that was 
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hitherto unknown, as the Quran states when presenting the details of 
the story of Nah £3: 
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These are announcements relating to the unseen which We reveal to you, you did 
not know them - (neither) you nor your people - before this. (Al-Hūd, 11:49) 


ii. The present. By this we mean that the Quran, in several instances, 
exposed the plotting and thoughts of the hypocrites, Jews and 
unbelievers who surrounded the Prophet 5. An example, exposing 


the hypocrites, is: 
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And when they meet those who believe, they say: We believe; and when they are alone 
with their satans, they say: Surely we are with you, we were only joking. 
(Al-Bagara, 2:14) 

iii. The future. There are several verses in the Quran, which foretell 
events to happen in the near or distant future. In addition to the 
hundreds of verses that describe the life hereafter, there are verses 
which describe future events that have since occurred. An example is 
the emphatic statement that the Quran makes about the defeat of the 
Romans at the hands of the Persians. The Romans were defeated in 615 
CE, but by the time the war was called to an end in 624 CE, they were 

the victors: 


a OTR m a ET 
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ae * . 
The Romans are vanquished; in a near land, and the y, after being vanquished, shall 
overcome; within a few years... (Al-Rüm, 30:2-4) 


Another example is the promise made to the Prophet #, who was 
grieved when he was forced to leave Mecca and migrate to Medina. 


This promise was realised when he re-entered his hometown in 
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triumph in 9 AH: 
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Indeed He Who has ordained the Quran for vou shall bring you back home again. 
(Al-Qasas, 28:85). 


12.5 - THE CHALLENGE OF THE QUR’AN 


The Quran itself invited the disbelievers and polytheists to produce its 
like, but this challenge was never met. In fact, the idolaters had made a 


vain boast that they could match the Quran: 
Ts Je e 38 16 ts e S iss > 


- {Gb 7 En m z 
EY AT 
And when Our communications are recited to them, they say: We have heard indeed; if 
we pleased we could say the like of it; this is nothing but the stories of the ancients. 
(Al-Anfal, 8:31) 


In reply, in several verses, the Quran challenged them to match it, but 


they could not: 
de 
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Or, do they say: He has forged it. Say: Then bring ten forged chapters like it 
and call upon whom you can besides God, if you are truthful. (Hud, 11:13) 
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And if you are in doubt as to that which We have revealed to Our servant, then produce 
a chapter like it and call on your witnesses besides God if you are truthful. 
(Al-Bagara, 2:23) 
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Say: If men and jinn should combine together to bring the like of this Ouran, they 
could not bring the like of it, though some of them were helpers of others. (Al-Isrā, 17:88) 
The books of history contain examples of several attempts made to 
produce verses that matched the Quran, but invariably, these attempts 
ended in failure and ridicule. 


12.7 - THE HYPOTHESIS OF SARFA 


Amongst the early theological discussions about the inimitability of the 
Quran was the hypothesis of sarfa or “turning away”. It basically 
stated that the miracle of the Quran includéd the fact that God had 
turned away or rendered incompetent anyone from ever imitating the 
Quran. The implication of this argument is that, without this Divine 
safeguard of sarfa, the Quran could be imitated. This was the view of 
several important early scholars, including Abū Ishaq al-Nazzam (d. 
231/845) and his student Jahiz (d. 255/868) and Sayyid Murtada ‘Alam 
al-Huda (d. 436/1044). They presented the following verse in evidence 
of their opinion: 


(A A qas e Si > 
I will turn away (asrifu) — My communications those who are unjustly proud in the 
earth. (Al-A'raf, 7:146) 

However, most exegetes have interpreted this verse differently, stating 
that it refers to a protection against those who would like to create 
doubt or suspicion about the signs of God. The protection here is 
through the fact that the truth is made clear and undeniable, thus 
thwarting any attempt to distort it. 

Other scholars have stated that sarfa is a phenomenon by which 
God dissuades the heart of anyone who resolves to try to match the 
Quran, or that he momentarily removes their ability (their knowledge, 
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eloquence, etc.) whenever they attempt to do so. 


COMMENT: 


A basic flaw in the whole argument of sarfa as defined above, is that if 
such a phenomenon existed that whoever tried to challenge the Quran 
had his abilities mysteriously removed, then that fact itself would have 
become newsworthy amongst Muslims and non-Muslims alike. The 
truth is that many have tried, but failed to meet the challenge of 
matching the Quran. 

In actual fact, the hypothesis of sarfa divests the Quran of every 
type of excellence, making its miracle a forced, and external aspect of it. 
Secondly, it contradicts the verse of the Quran stating that neither jinn 
nor human can rival the Quran, and finally, it makes a miracle of 
something other than the Quran, i.e., the sarfa becomes the miracle, 
and not the Quran itself. 

Perhaps the best definition of sarfa — if we want to consider this 
theory at all - is that mankind has not been given the basic ability to 
match the Quran, and it is a task beyond human intellect and 
endeavour, as is mentioned in the following verse: 


7 4 3 ra A $ = " 
Nay, they reject that of which they have no (i.e. cannot have) comprehensive knowledge. 
(Yünus, 10:39) 


NOTES 


1 Ibn al-Hisham, Sira, vol.1, p. 288. 

2 Ibn al-Nadīm, A/-Fihrist, p. 63. 

3 Al-Tamhid, "Introduction", vol. 1, p. 8. 
4 Ulūm-e Qurani, p. 344. 

5 Jurjānī, See Ulam-e Qurani, p. 357. 

6 See Majma'al-Bayān, vol. 4, p. 477. 


13 


THE QUR'AN AS A LITERARY TEXT 


he Quran is a masterpiece of literature, employing a unique and 

exalted literary style which is neither poetry nor prose. A 

measure of the power of its words can be gauged from the 
instant awe it inspired in its listeners, right from the very first days of 
revelation. Subsequent generations of Muslim scholars were likewise 
affected. They studied its literary qualities in even greater detail and 
this attention engendered numerous works dedicated to this field of 
Quranic study. The authors of these works have usually studied 
isolated portions of the Quranic text; however, lately there have been 
suggestions that the full effect of the Quran’s literary excellence can 
only be appreciated if the whole text is examined as a single coherent 
unit. Commenting about the traditional methods of studying the 


Quran's literary merits, a contemporary scholar remarks: 


This atomistic view of the Quran has been a great impediment to a study of the 
Quran as literature. This is not to disparage those works, for they have much to 
offer, and they must always serve as a starting point for the literary study of the 
Quran. It is nevertheless true that the assumption of disjointedness has veiled 
much of the Quran's literary excellence from view. An important way in which 
twentieth-century Quran exegesis differs from classical exegesis is that many 
Muslim scholars today regard the Quran as possessing significant coherence. 


The Quran was faced with the basic challenge of conveying to 
mankind the metaphysical realities of religion and matters which 


principally take shape in a realm beyond our perception and 
experience in this phase of our life. Amongst the methods used to meet 
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this challenge was the selection of Arabic — a rich and diverse language 
- as the vehicle for the Divine message. In fact, in time, the Quran came 
to be considered as the gold-standard of Arabic, by Muslims and non- 
Muslims alike. 

Another method was the use of the variety of literary devices which 
have given the Quran its unique and potent style. In this chapter, we 
will examine how the Quran uses Arabic in an eloquent blend of 


content and form to achieve its aim, which is the guidance of mankind. 


Sal -SBEDIPSSIBYEE OF THE OURAN 


The Quran possesses a unique literary style; indeed, this is the most 
arresting aspect of its miracle. In addition to the masterful use of the 
normal linguistic elements such as grammar and the choice of words, 
there are particular patterns that it uses to great advantage in 
conveying its message. These patterns are phonological or sound-based 
(metre, rhyme, alliteration, etc.), semantic (metaphor, simile, irony etc.) 
and syntactic (linguistic deviations, word-play, parallel structures, etc.). 
We will take a brief look at some examples of each of these patterns in 
turn: 


1. METRE 


This is generally defined as the time it takes to pronounce individual 
syllables. In Arabic (and Persian) the metre is defined by the number of 
syllables in the phrase. Metre plays a significant role in the flow of any 
literary text, and a trained listener will immediately detect any 
imbalance or disturbance in it. The Quran often uses this stylistic 
device in the short, dramatic, Meccan chapters. The original reception 
of the Quran was an auditory one, and the metrical organization of 
successive syllables created a phonetic pattern that immediately 
attracted the attention of even reluctant addressees. An example is 


transliterated below to give a sense of the phonetics: 
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fi sidrin — o wa talhin mandüdin; wa zillin mamdūdin; wa main 
maskūbin 


Amid thorn-less lote-trees; and banana-trees (with fruits), one above another; and 
extended shade; and water flowing constantly. (Al-Wāgj'a: 56:28-31) 


2. RHYME 


This is the use of identical or matching sounds at the end of successive 
verses. Rhymes make the text easier to remember, intensify the 
meaning and evoke a sensory and perceptive response that is deeper 
than a rhyme-less discourse? Although there is no widespread 
occurrence of the strict rhyme of poetry in the Quran, there is a degree 
of assonance in many passages, where despite the asymmetry in the 
end-vowels, there is an overall similarity in the form of the endings of 
the verses. Sometimes the rhyming words vary, for example, in Al- 
Humaza (104), the verse endings are: /umaza, addada, akhlada, 
hutama, hutama, müqada, af ida, musada and mumaddada. At other 
times, identical grammatical terminations such as the suffix -ha (for 
example in chapter 91, Al-Shams), or -án (as in chapter 55, Al-Rahman), 
are used. 

Of course, the Quran does not claim to be a book of poetry at all, 
nor does it deem it befitting for the Prophet 5 to be classed amongst 
poets, as the following verses illustrate: 


ss: * 3 F P ae 
Most surely, it is the Word —— by an honoured — And it is not the word of 
a poet, little is it that you believe. (Al-Haqqa, 69:40, 41) 


€ os 01053 33/85 V 5» oj pcd m "T 


And We have not taught him poetry, nor is it seemly for him; it is nothing but a reminder 
and a clear Quran. (Ya Sin, 36:69) 


However, it is worth noting that wherever a rhythmic style in 
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employed, the rules and restrictions of grammar are occasionally 
sacrificed to achieve the rhyme. Some incidents are given below by way 
of example: 


e In Ta Ha, 20:67, nearly all the verses end in [a], for example, yúha, 
tashgā, tila, husnā and so on. To retain the rhyme, (or to serve as 
emphasis, as some exegetes have stated) and God knows best, the 
normal form, “fa awjasa Mūsā fi nafsihi khifa”, has been 
transformed to, “fa awjasa fi nafsihi khifatan Musa” (i.e. instead of, 
“and Musa felt some fear in his heart’, we read “and felt some fear 
in his heart Músa”). This allows the verse to rhyme with those 
adjacent to it. 


e Elsewhere, in Al-Najm, 53:25, the verse reads, fa /r/lāhi' akhiratu 
wa] ula, (Nay! for Allah is the hereafter and the former life), and 
Al-Suyüti remarks? that one would expect it to be, fa lillahi ūlā 
wa 7 ākhira, except that the order has been reversed so as to rhyme 
with the neighbouring verses, which end in [a], for example, Auda, 
yarda and untha. In fact, the expected order of the words, "former 
(life)” and “hereafter” has been observed in Al-Qasas, 28:70, Jahu 
hamdu fil ala wa7 ākhira (All praise is due to Him in the former 
life and the hereafter). 


e When describing the qualities of the true servants of God in Al- 
Furgān 25:72, the plural of “the blind”, which is aman (e.g. in 
27:66) is changed to the alternative tmyānā, to rhyme with the 
endings giyāmā, ímáma and salāmā, etc. in the neighbouring 
verses. 

Many such examples can be cited.* Interestingly, whereas Muslims 

acknowledge that the rhyme has been used as a deliberate phonological 

device because of its advantages as stated above, orientalists see it as a 


“strain” on the sense of the text. For example, Watt states: 


Occasionally a phrase is added at the end of a verse which is really otiose as 
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regards sense but supplies the assonance, as in 12:10 and 21:68, 79, 104. 
Sometimes, the sense is strained in order to produce the rhyme, for instance in 
súra 4, where statements regarding God are thrown into the past by the use of 
kana, ‘was’, in front of them and are thereby given the accusative ending on 
which the rhyme depends. The form of a proper name is occasionally modified 
for the sake of rhyme, as Sinin [95:2] and Myasin [37:30].5 


What is clear, however, is that the rhyme has been intentionally used 
and so must have a bearing on the hermeneutics of the verses. In other 
words, there is both phonetic and semantic value. This is seen more 


clearly in the next example: 


7 a g 
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xe 
asa 


¿E os AÑ SLL Lija ši e js Us veu y La 
Verily, We have created man from a small life-germ; We mean to try him, so We have 
made him hearing, seeing. Indeed, We have shown him the way, he may be thankful 
(shakiran) or unthankful (kafüra). Verily, We have prepared for the unbelievers chains 

and shackles and a burning fire. (Al-Insan, 76:2-4) 

In the example above, there is a mismatch in the morphology of the 
constructs used in the middle verse. In describing the attitude of man 
after he has been shown the way, God says that man is either thankful 
or ungrateful. The first adjective, meaning grateful, is shakir. The 
subject is presented in the form /27/. In the case of the second adjective, 
the subject is presented in the form faúl (kafūr, here meaning 
ungrateful). One might be tempted to say that the reason for this 
morphological shift is to facilitate the rhyme with the preceding and 
succeeding verse endings, making the set basīrā, kafūrā and sa fra. 
However, the greater hyperbole pattern, fa%@/ indicates that most 
people are ungrateful and the weaker hyperbole pattern, Æti, is used to 
express the fact that only a minority of people are grateful for their 
Lord’s guidance. This is emphasised in the morpho-semantic change to 
the fatū/ pattern for the adjective shakir in the following verse: 
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And very few of My servants are grateful (shakiir). (Saba, 34:13) 


3. ALLITERATION 


This is a figure of speech where one consonant is repeated several 
times. As a literary device it captures the attention of the reader or 
listener, and facilitates retention of the message. The Quran uses this 
device abundantly, and only two examples will suffice to illustrate its 
usage. In the first verse, there is an alliteration of niin (5 times) and há 
(3 times): 
zi gaiļi sa e g ues P 
And (for the one who) forbids the soul from low — Then surely the garden - that is 
the abode. (Al-Naziyat, 79:40, 41) 

In the second example below, the series of verses has an alliteration 
with /am, which appears 11 times. Needless to say, the beauty of this 
feature of the Quran -which features more frequently in Meccan 
chapters, and which gives the verses their powerful phonetic cadence — 
is totally lost in translation. 


OS o V n ks Syl AE 


Who taught (to write) with the pen; taught man what he knew not. Nay! man is most 
surely inordinate. (Al- Alaq, 96:4-6) 


4. SIMILE 


This is a figure of speech where one subject is compared to another 
through an aspect of resemblance between the two. Frequently, similes 
are marked by the use of words: "like" or "as" (in Arabic " Ka" is used). 

The Quran abounds with similes. Several are mentioned below and 


there are many more: 


e The likeness of those who were entrusted with the Tawrat but did 
not observe its commandments is like that of "a donkey bearing 


tomes of wisdom" (62:2); 
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e The deeds of those who disbelieve are like a “mirage in the desert”, 
which the thirsty man finds to be just an illusion, (24:39); 


e Those who turn to gods other than Allah have placed their faith in 
something as flimsy as a “spider’s web” (29:41); 


e The backbiters are likened to those who “consume the flesh of their 
dead brothers” (49:12); 


e And after being pelted by stones from above, the army of Abraha 
was left like “straw, eaten-up” (105:5). 


A famous similitude for the light (nur) of God is presented in 24:35: 


God is the light of the heavens and the earth; a likeness of His light is as a niche 
in which is a lamp, the lamp is in a glass, (and) the glass is as it were a brightly 
shining star, lit from a blessed olive-tree, neither eastern nor western, the oil 
whereof almost gives light though fire touch it not — light upon light. 


Many similes are employed in an effort to prepare man for the 
harrowing scene of the last day: the heavens will be rent asunder and 
resemble a "red hide" (55:37); the heavens will be rolled up like a 
“writing scroll" (21:104); a "single cry” will level everything, making 
man like "the dry stubble used by the builders of cattle pens" (54:31); 
revived corpses will look like "scattered moths" and the crushed 
mountains will resemble "carded wool" (101:4, 5). 


5. METAPHOR 


This is a sort of oblique form of a simile, where the comparison 
between two subjects is implied rather than stated. Thus, for example, 
the statement, “he is a lion", is metaphorical, while the phrase, "he is 
like a lion" is a simile. A metaphor is a word that has discarded its 
literal meaning and adopted or borrowed a new one. There are perhaps 
even more metaphors than similes in the Quran. 


Verses that suggest anthropomorphism are of course, metaphorical. 
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Thus, the “hand” of God, (48:10), signifies His control; the “face” of 
God (2:115) refers to His existence, and “eyes” of God (11:37) denote 
His supervision. 
Metaphors are also frequently used to describe the state of those 
who deny God's signs: 


e They “carry shackles around their necks”, (13:5) - meaning a self- 
imposed enslavement to the whims of the soul; 


e They are “deaf dumb and blind”, (2:18) - denoting their 
indifference to guidance; 


e They have “veils over their hearts” and in their ears, there is a 
“heaviness” (6:25) — signifying their inability to perceive and 
assimilate the truth. 


6. ALLEGORY 


This is an extended metaphor in which the objects, people, or ideas 
expressed in a narrative are equated with meanings that lie outside the 
narrative itself. It is frequently used when the real subject of discussion 
lies outside the comprehension or experience of the audience. 

Amongst the examples of this in the Quran, some scholars have 
considered the whole story of Prophet Adam 22 — portions of which 
are recounted in the chapters Al-Bagara , Al-A‘raf, Al-Hijr, Al-Isrā and 
Ta Ha - as allegorical.* They state that the Quran presents him as an 
allegorical figure who is the archetype of all of mankind. However, it is 
probably truer to say that the events did happen, but have been by 
necessity, described in a symbolic or simplified manner so that we can 
relate to it, and therefore develop some understanding of it. 

Other examples of allegory in the Quran are the descriptions of the 
hereafter, and of heaven and hell. Since the realities of these entities 
cannot be understood fully in our realm, allegory is used to give us an 


appreciation of it. By the various descriptions of heaven, we are made 
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to imagine a place of joy, beauty and fulfilment, while hell conjures up 


an image of suffering, loneliness and despair. 


7. HYPERBOLE 


This is an exaggerated statement which is used to create a strong 
impression and to evoke awe in the audience. According to Al- 
Bagillāni, hyperbole or mubalagha is used purely for emphasis.” Two 
examples from the Quran are: 


"ced 
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Then your hearts hardened after that, so that they were like rocks, rather worse in 
hardness; and indeed, there are some rocks from which streams burst forth, and indeed 
there are others which split asunder so water issues out of them...(Al-Bagara, 2:74) 


GK Jos sli e Reig abil is gy Je A LS ex 
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On the day when you shall see it, every woman giving suck shall quit in confusion what 
she suckled, and every pregnant woman shall lay down her burden, and you shall see 


men intoxicated, and they shall not be intoxicated but the chastisement of Allah will be 
severe. (Al-Haj, 22:2) 


8. IRONY 


This is the use of word in a manner that intentionally conveys a 
meaning opposite to the literal meaning of what is actually stated. 
Some examples of irony in the Quran are: 


€ Gul diss ZA Sb ua A> 


Give glad tidings to the unbelievers that they shall have a painful punishment. 
(Al-Nisā, 4:138) 


Here, the phrase, "painful punishment", is of course, anything but 
"glad tidings". 
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In a beautiful turn of phrase, the Qur'an mentions that even as they 
drown, the people of Nah & are made to enter the fire. The irony, of 
course, is that water puts out fire, but here the difference between 


bodily and spiritual chastisement is clearly shown: 


Her 1. oe nt ver e Ce 
¿561 bb 1 zl ees Ls > 


Because of their wrongs thev were drowned, then made to enter fire. (Núh, 71:25) 


9. PARABLE 


This is a brief imaginary or hypothetical narrative that is told to 
illustrate or convey a spiritual, moral or philosophical lesson. The 
Quran contains many, beautiful and inspiring parables, or amthal. It 
states that the main function of the parable is so that men may reflect 
(14:24 and 59:21) and so that God’s commands are made clear for men 
of understanding (30:28). Indeed, the parables of the Quran are from its 
most distinctive and thought-provoking features. Only a few are 
reproduced below as examples: 

The following parable illustrates the difference between a person 
who has dedicated himself to God alone, contrasted with someone who 
has many allegiances: 


God sets forth an example: There is a slave in whom are (several) partners 
differing with one another, and there is another slave wholly owned by one man. 
Are the two alike in condition? (All) praise is due to Allah. Nay! most of them do 
not know. (Al-Zumar, 39:29) 


A parable that shows the difference between human beings in their 
ability to absorb the Divine teachings is beautifully illustrated in the 


famous verse below: 


He sends down water from the cloud, then watercourses flow (with water) 
according to their measure, and the torrent bears along the swelling foam, and 
from what they melt in the fire for the sake of making ornaments or apparatus 
arises a scum like it; thus does Allah compare truth and falsehood; then as for the 
scum, it passes away as a worthless thing; and as for that which profits the 
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people, it tarries in the earth; thus does Allah set forth parables. (Al-Ra'd, 13:17) 
As for the ostensibly virtuous actions of those who have no faith: 


The parable of those who disbelieve in their Lord: their actions are like ashes on 
which the wind blows hard on a stormy day; they shall not have power over any 
thing out of what they have earned; this is the great error. (Ibrahim, 14:18) 


10. METONYMY 


In rhetoric, metonymy, or kinaya, refers to the substitution of one word 
with another with which it is associated. In the famous phrase, “the pen 
is mightier than the sword”, the word “pen” is a metonym for 
“writing”, while “sword” is a metonym for “violence”. This feature is 
often used to hint at a matter which does not need to be expressed 
explicitly. Some examples from the Quran are: yagin (certainty) for 
death (74:47, etc.); ghait (low land) for a privy (5:6); sama’ (sky) for rain 
(40:13, etc.) and saba (seven) for multiple or several. (31:27, etc.). 

In the following verse, the Prophet Shuayb 2 uses hijaj 
(pilgrimages) as a metonym for “years”. 


tere e gk rt, ál Jú 


He said: I wish to marry one of these two daughters of mine to you on condition that you 
should serve me for eight years... (Al-Qasas: 28:27) 


11. REFRAINS OR REPETITIVE PHRASES 


Several themes, phrases and verses recur frequently in the Quran. This 
is called takrar (repetition). Sometimes the verses are slightly different, 
other times identical. This literary device serves both as an emphasis 
and a reminder. In addition to the basmalla, which occurs 114 times, 
the addresses of other verses that are repeated several times are: 


1. Al-Rahmān, 55:13, is repeated 31 times in the same chapter: 
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Which then of the bounties of your Lord will you deny? 


2. Al-Mursalat, 77:15, is repeated 10 times in the same chapter and once 
in Al-Mutaffifin, 83:10. 


ZI SĒR C 2,- #2, 
tai iz da > 
Woe on that day to the rejecters. 

3. Al-Shu‘ara’ , 26:107, 108 is repeated 5 times in the same chapter, once 


by each of the five prophets, Nah, Hid, Salih, Lat and Shu‘ayb 242: 


s dd g eA £% Asa 6 
€ 9 yola abl 1956 (ĒD el Je A 
Indeed, I am a faithful messenger to you; therefore be mindful of God, and obey me. 


4. Al-Shu‘ara’ , 26:8, 9 is repeated 8 times in the same chapter: 


de 
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talks dl o Šiva raiši oÉ Us a, EU'S go} > 
Most surely there is a sign in that, but most of them will not believe. And most surely 
your Lord is the Mighty, the Merciful. 


5. The following verse appears in 6 chapters of the Quran: Yunus, 
10:48; Al-Anbiya, 21:38; Al-Naml, 27:71; Saba”, 34:29; Ya Sin, 36:48 and 
Al-Mulk, 67:25. 


T A kā hors DIE 2 
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And they say: When shall this threat be (executed) if you are truthful? 


Researchers have also described an interesting numerical 
symmetry in the repetition of certain antonymous or contrasting 
phrases. For example: 


e The words a/-dunyā (this world) and a/-akhira (the next world) 
occur 115 times each. 


e The words a/-malāika (the angels) and al-shayatin (the satans) 


occur 88 times each. 


e The words a/-mawt (death) and a/-hayat (life) occur 145 times each. 
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e The words a/-kufr (disbelief) and a/-iman (faith) occur 17 times 


each. 


e And the words al-yawm (day) occurs 365 times, al-ayám (days) 
occur 30 times and shahr (month) occurs 12 times. 


12. ANTANACLASIS 


This is a stylistic rhetorical device or trope, in which a single word is 
repeated, but with a different meaning each time. It is a form of pun. 


Two examples of this are: 


(DA uy i Jp GLU > 
When his legs are brought together (in the burial shroud); unto your Lord that day will 
be the driving. (Al-Qiyama, 73:29, 30) 
The verse above has a play on the words a/-sāg and masāg - the irony 
of being propelled towards the Lord while the feet are bound is also 
noteworthy. 
Similarly, in the following exclamation of grief by Ya'gūb 22, there 
is a poignant beauty in the two words used (asafa and Yusuf), both 
from the same root: 


AE ola “Wee 
¿Guy de (sli Ju > 
And he said, “Alas for Yasuf!” (Yusuf, 12:84) 


In the following verse, the same word, sāa (hour), has been used 
with two different connotations: 


curia ās > 


On the Day that the Hour (of Reckoning) will be established, the transgressors will 
swear that they tarried not but an hour (Al-Rüm, 30:55) 
A related phenomenon is tajnis, which is the use of two similar words, 
each with it own meaning, in one phrase. Several forms exist, and some 
examples are: 
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You incline heavily to the earth; are vou contented with this world's life? (Al-Tawba, 9:38) 


In the verse above, the similar words a/-ard and araditum form the 
assonance that adds fluidity to the verse. Other examples are: 


inna rabbahum bihim yawmaidhin lakhabir msc us Ap» e et Šā ol 
Most surely their Lord that day shall be fully aware of them "n m 100:11) 


3 > 
walākinnā kunnā mursalin £ Ļu Eas US; 
but We indeed, were the senders. (Al-Qasas, 28:45) 


an 


Sor - 


wa hum yanhauna anhu wa yan auna anhu £$ 533 ES Q3 "T 
And they prohibit (others) from it and go far away from it, (Al-An'àm, 6:26) 


An interesting play on similar sounding words is found in the 
following verse: 


L 2502574 V 


Sisa 
wujūhun yawmaidhin nādira — ilā rabbihā nazira 
Faces on that day shall be resplendent - looking toward their Lord (Al-Qiyama, 75:22, 23) 
On the subject of word-play, even palindromes have been identified in 


the Quranic text. Here are two examples: 


rabbaka fakabbir 7&3 405; 
Magnify your Lord (Al-Muddaththir, 74:3) 
kullun fi falak gli ate 
each in (its own) orbit (Ya Sin, 36:40) 


13. APOSTROPHE 


This is an exclamatory rhetorical figure of speech, when a speaker or 
writer breaks off from the audience and directs speech in an abstract 
direction, to a person not present, or to a thing. It is often introduced by 
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the word "O!", and serves to capture the audience's attention and 
arouse their interest. In the Quran, when describing the drowning of 
Nüh's 24 disobedient son, there is a very eloquent apostrophe, when 


the earth and heavens are addressed: 


ONUS EU 156 aa Jas» 
And it was said: O earth, swallow your water, and Osk y, hold back; and the water 
subsided and the command was fulfilled... (Hüd, 11:44) 
Similarly, in the midst of the narrative about how the idolaters 
decided to cast Ibrahim % into a fire, there is a sudden aside, before 


the narrative continues: 


Lo AA Ga A A A 
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We said: O fire! be cool and sate for Ibrahim; (Al-Anbiyā, 21:69) 


14. PERSONIFICATION 


This is a figure of speech where animals, objects or even abstract ideas, 
are referred to as if they are sentient. It is often used to make an 
abstraction clearer or more real. Interestingly, the Quran presents the 
idea that every creation is capable of responding to God, to 
communicate with Him and, indeed, to worship Him, although we 
cannot always perceive it: 


ee Ec LS < šas zi A » » 
€ eem ode Yos) ee eL YI ie vi? 
and there is not a single thing except that it glorifies Him with His praise, but you do not 
understand their glorification. (Al-Isrā, 17:44) 


There are several examples of personification in the Quran. Note 


how the personification is not one-way as normally expected, rather 
there is dialogue: 


ee Z 
UD Ap us U^ JA Jā Aged Uy e 
On the day that We will say to hell: Are you filled up? And it will say: Are there any 
more? (Qaf, 50:30) 
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r 


al ct Ie de SUNT eg b> 


= AI i = E CRT O 
to Neen i OS ox] Seno yl lag Gh 
We did indeed offer the Trust to the Heavens and the Earth and the Mountains; but the y 


refused to undertake it, being afraid thereof:but man undertook it — He was indeed unjust 
and foolish. (Al-Ahzab, 33: 72) 


15. PARALLEL STRUCTURES 


Parallel structures use the same pattern of words to show that two or 
more ideas in a sentence have an equal or "parallel" level of 
importance. The Quran makes liberal use of these structures and their 
presence lend regularity and lucidity to the text, allowing it to convey 
the intended meaning more effectively. Much of this effect can be 
transmitted in the translation, but nonetheless, some translators have 
fared worse than others. Here are some examples. 

A unique and beautiful parallel structure, which encourages man to 
appreciate the Creator by observing His creation, is found in chapter 
Al-Ghashiya (88:17-20): 


Afala yanzurüna: ila'l ibili kayfa khuliqat? Wa ila'] sama'i kayfa rufi'at? Wa ilā'l 
jibāli kayfa nusibat? Wa ila’l ardi kayfa sutihat? 


(Will they not consider: the camels, how they are created? And the heaven, how 
it is raised? And the mountains, how they are firmly fixed? And the earth, how it 
is spread? ) 


As one sees, the aesthetic aspect is somewhat lost in translation. 


16. DIGRESSION OR GRAMMATICAL SHIFT 


Digression, or i/tifat, refers to the phenomenon where there is sudden 
transition in a sentence or discourse when the pronoun for the speaker 
or addressee is changed. It can be a parenthesis, but more commonly 
denotes a departure by the speaker from address to narration or from 


narration to address. As a means of communication, this linguistic 
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deviation has a tremendous impact. 
A contemporary scholar, Abdel Haleem, has classified i/tifāt into the 


following six types: ? 


16.1. CHANGE IN PERSON, BETWEEN 15T, 2ND AND 38? PERSON 


This is the most common type. An example which contains all three 


pronouns is: 


z tE- 


Gilde 4 EGG AL Oe. dim. dtd 


= 


c no 
T cub 
> 


> 3 4 = ld 
(DA ps UE 
Nay, He Who created the heavens and the earth, and sent down for you water from the 
cloud; then We cause to grow thereby beautiful gardens; it is not possible tor you that 
you should make the trees thereof to grow. Is there a god with Allah? Nay! they are 
people who deviate. (Al-Naml, 27:60) 


About this verse, which Nóldeke produced to emphasise his assertion 
that “the grammatical persons change from time to time in the Quran 
in an unusual and not beautiful way”, Abdel Haleem remarks: 


The point of emphasis here is the great power which caused joyous gardens to 
grow, a contrast between the abstraction of creative power and the personal 
involvement of aesthetic creativity. This is not a matter of personal taste or 
opinion; it is clear from the rest of the verse which goes on to emphasize the 
point and describe the garden: 'whose trees you could never cause to grow'. Here 
God reserves for Himself the power to cause them to grow and hence the shift at 
this point from 3'd person singular to 1% person plural. As it comes suddenly, the 
shift makes the listener feel afresh the true meaning of the concepts of both 1% 
person and of plurality, so that the grammatical forms are here given much more 
weight than they normally carry. A longer statement in place of this concise, 
powerful one would have been required if 'normal' grammatical rules had been 
used without the change in person commented on by Nóldeke.1? 


Another famous example is the verse: 


TUE 


lg 3d ^ pu x Ael a i lis 


- 
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A ME 7 * oz. 
abl |$£> I dae 4! F DEB oe elo pay Gl e E 


a m hs 
na Hon ES E IAS ok je Uic od a Male 


MS e AC ig Ms on 
ACA 


He it is Who makes you travel by land and sea; until when you are in the ships, and they 
sail on with them in a pleasant breeze, and they rejoice, a violent wind overtakes them 
and the billows surge in on them from all sides, and they become certain that they are 

encompassed about, they pray to Allah, being sincere to Him in obedience: If You deliver 
us from this, we will most certainly be of the grateful ones. But when He delivers them, 
lo! they are unjustly rebellious in the earth. O men! your rebellion is against your own 
souls — provision (only) of this world's life — then to Us shall be your return, so We will 

inform you of what you did. (Yūnus, 10:22, 23) 
At first sight the speech may appear muddled, but the three 
consecutive pronominal shifts are all perfectly logical. The shift from 
the second person plural to the third person plural objectifies the 
addressees and enables them to see themselves as God sees them, and 
to recognize how ridiculous and hypocritical their behaviour is. The 
shift back to the second person plural marks God's turning to 
admonish them. Finally the shift from the third person singular to the 
first person plural expresses His majesty and power, which is 
appropriate in view of the allusion to the resurrection and 


judgment.!! 


16.2 - CHANGE IN NUMBER, BETWEEN SINGULAR, DUAL AND 
PLURAL 


There are many examples of this in the Ouran. In the following 
example, the plural of majesty indicates God's ultimate control with 


powerful effect: 


p >. of E" coo 2. zi m 
co uui ccm Sail ay nl ia el Y > 
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3 
O LA ua "aa a e iz. Mer. 
¿0 46 gs ol UE ood O las 
No! Iswear by the reproachful soul! What, does man reckon We shall not gather his 
bones? Yes indeed: We are able to shape again (even) his fingertips. (Al-Qiyama, 75:1-4) 


16.3 - CHANGE IN ADDRESSEE 


In these types of verses, we normally find the first addressee is 
addressed again, this time with others, when there is a message that 


applies to them all. For example, 


Eie nM ELI & cr CE A ri Aris D OB ES 
Lg g31958 22S UG u$ ol SST ESA ALTO VĒ, 
Turn your face (O Prophet) towards the Holy Mosque; and wherever you (O Muslims) 

are, turn your faces towards it. (Al-Bagara, 2:144) 


In the verse above, the Prophet # — in answer to his prayer to be 
directed to a new gibla — is told to turn his face to the holy mosque in 
Mecca. Thereafter, he and all the Muslims are requested to do so for 
their prayers, from whatever location they may be. This kind of 
structure has a rhetorical effect in addition to the lexical meaning, 
because the second addressees realise that they are also connected to 
the message. 


16.4 - CHANGE IN THE TENSE OF THE VERB 


A shift in tenses serves a number of purposes. For example, a change to 
the imperfect tense may present an important action to the mind as if it 
were happening in the present. Or that its effect is continuous and 
unending, as in the example below: 
A LOI UNI 
€ Sas a reca tl LS Lv Ql» 


He sent down water from the sky — and then the earth becomes green. (Al-Haj, 22:63) 


16.5 - CHANGE IN CASE MARKER. 


These digressions, which occur in a very few cases, have caused some 


orientalists to claim that there are "grammatical errors" in the Quran. 
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Aside from wishful thinking, it has only shown their poor knowledge 
of Arabic grammar. An example of such a verse is: 


yá gls als cs je JUI Gey... TNT ACE 
e 
4d, | Tu ye IE a ip i ET al 


noi ds iš lí 
... But righteousness is this that one should believe in God... and give away wealth out of 
Jove for Him... and keep up prayer and pay the poor-rate; and fulfil (al-múfin) their 
covenant when they make a promise; and endure patiently (al-sabirin) distress and 
affliction and times of conflict — these are they who are true (to themselves) and mindful 
(of God). (Al-Bagara, 2:177) 


At first glance, it would seem that "a/-sabirin", which is in parallel with 
"al-müfün" (which is in the nominative case), should also be 
nominative, ie. "a/-sabirüm". Instead, there is digression to the 
accusative case. Zamakhshari explained that this departure from the 
norm was for a special purpose. He rejected any claim that it was a case 
of grammatical error in the Quran, a claim which, in his opinion, could 
be advanced only by someone who did not read through the book, and 
did not know the ways of the Arabs in their speech, particularly in their 
use of the accusative case for singling something out.!? In fact, in this 
verse, the accusative case has been especially used to emphasize the 
pre-eminence of the sabirin, who are mentioned four times in this 
chapter, particularly due to their perseverance in the face of misfortune, 
hardship, and on the battlefield (2:153, 155, 177, 249). 


16.6 - USING A NOUN IN PLACE OF A PRONOUN. 


There are many examples of this kind of digression in the Quran. 
Many of these involve substituting the name of Allah (sometimes rabb) 
for His pronoun. For example, 


(D eg P es is Ga DA EST dy » 


^ 


To Allah belongs the East and the West; whithersoever you turn there is the face of Allah; 
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Allah is all-embracing, all-knowing. (Al-Bagara, 2:115). 


The use of “Allah” instead of “His face” and “He is”, makes the matter 
explicitly exclusive to Allah. 
Another example that illustrates this type of verse is: 


4 


= 22 pL A = E m. Es uo E 
ui o E AN 


O Prophet, We have made lawful for you... and a believing woman, if she gives herself 


€ CUM. A Z^ 3% JE a PIE A 3j $e "E - 
O] cg a is a O ZT te > 


to the Prophet, if the Prophet desires to take her in marriage, this is for you only, not for 
the rest of the believers. (Al-Ahzab, 33:50) 
The repeated use of the noun “Prophet” instead of “him” restricts this 
command to the person of the Prophet £ only. 


17. OATHS 


Many of the Meccan short chapters begin with, or contain oaths. 
These are indicated by the particles bā, tā and waw, and occasionally 
by the phrase, "Jā ugsimu” (I swear). 

God swears by various phenomena; by the sun the moon and the 
stars, by daybreak, noon and nightfall, by fruits, mountains and 
townships, and by the Quran, and even Himself. 

Since an oath is normally used to convince the listener about the 
importance and veracity of what one is saying, the object which is 
sworn by is usually one that is superior to the speaker. It is for this 
reason that Muslims will swear a solemn and religiously binding oath 
by using the phrase wallah (by God), for example. In the case where 
the Speaker is God Himself, this explanation is problematic, because 
there is nothing greater or more glorious than Him. The exegetes have 
offered various explanations as a solution. Tabari states that when 
God swears by certain objects, He does so in view of their exalted 
status in His eyes.? Zamakhshari adds that the oath serves to 
emphasise to man the exalted nature of the object being sworn by; for 
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instance, swearing by the pen points to the wisdom of its creation and 
the benefits it gives to man.!* Razi believes that the objects of oath, by 
which God has sworn, must represent either some kind of religious 
blessing or some kind of worldly good that would necessitate the 
offering of gratitude, or a combination of both.}5 

Two contemporary exegetes, Farahi and Islahi have done 
interesting work on the connection between the oath and the subject 
that immediately follows the oath. They consider that traditional 
exegesis has thus far failed to address this relationship adequately. 
For instance, what is the connection, in 68:1-2, between the pen and 
the claim that the Prophet 3x is not a man possessed; or, in 100:1-6, 
between swift horses and man's ingratitude; or, in chapter 103, 
between time and the claim that a large number of human beings are 
losers in the end? Faráhi and Islahi assert that if no definite 
relationship exists between the oath and the verses that follow, then 
one could mix-and-match the Quranic oaths, taking the oaths in one 
chapter and pairing it with verses from another. In response to these 
and other questions, they have formulated an interesting theory, 
showing that the principal function of the oath is to provide an 


argument (dalil) and evidence (shahāda) for the verses that follow 
16:316 


18. EPIZEUXIS 


This is a figure of speech where a word is repeated with vehemence or 
emphasis. It is designed to persuade the reader to adopt a similar view 


or reinforce a particular meaning. Examples are, 


v7 F 


a ED NOTE «2 a > "ELI 4 z 
So, verily, with every difficulty, there is relief. Verily, with every difficulty, there ís relief. 
(Al-Inshirā, 94:5, 6) 


and 
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2 ASA HEREIN NL Age 4 E MEAE ET €- 
(os og WT BA ols ye S6» 


Nay! You shall soon know. Nay, nay! You shall soon know. (Al-Takāthur, 102:4, 5) 


19. FORMULAS 


There are several formulas used in the Quran. A common formula that 
is usually the concluding clause at the end of a parable or thesis is, 
“inna fi dhalika la aya” (verily, in this there is a sign), for example, in 
chapter 30 (A/-Rüm), where there is a multiple usage of this formula: 


oD a EM aj WD 
€ 85 Oya 20 Y SUS 3 0]? 
Verily, in this there are signs for a people who reflect. (Al-Rūm, 30:21) 


Oot EU 3 9]? 
Verily, in this there are signs for the learned. (Al-Rūm, 30:22) 


¿GS OA > 
Verily, in this there are signs for a people who would hear. (Al-Rūm, 30:23) 

Although similar sounding, the formulas are nevertheless context- 
sensitive. The fact that God has created for humankind spouses from 
amongst their own species is a sign for those “who reflect”; the creation 
of the heavens and earth and the diversity of languages is a sign for 
those “who are learned; The need to sleep and work by night and day 
is a sign for those “who would hear”; lightning and rain are a sign for a 
people “who understand”; the prerogative of God to amplify or straiten 
man’s provisions is a sign for those “who believe”, and so on. 


20 ELLIPSIS 


This consists of the omission of phrases and certain elements of a 
sentence. As a literary device, it is quite common in the Quran. Ellipsis 
adds to the brevity and conciseness of the text. Scholars mention that it 
serves a key role in the eternal nature of the Quran, by encouraging the 
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reader to concentrate and reflect on the text, and by enabling the text to 
suggest multiple meanings based on the context. An example, 
amongst many occurrences, is following episode from the story of 
Yusuf 93: 


1 E z. 4 3E 97. 
9 cab -— b 


FECI OA e ES o 
[aal 3x; S513 e E sl Js > 


A Ce IE 7 VE 
And of the two (prisoners), he who had found deliverance and remembered after a long 
time said: I will inform you of its interpretation, so let me go. Yūsut! O truthful one! 


Explain to us (the meaning of) seven cows...(Yūsuf, 12:45, 46) 
In the verse above, there is no mention of the actual journey of the ex- 
prisoner to the prison where Yusuf 93 was housed. This example 
shows the value of ellipsis clearly. 

There are many more stylistic features which have been described in 
the relevant works, many of which reguire a knowledge of Arabic to 
appreciate fully. We will content ourselves with what has already been 
mentioned in this section. 
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THE QUR'AN IN TRANSLATION 


he Ouran is read everyday by millions of Muslims, the vast 
majority of whom do not speak Arabic. While many of them are 
trained to read the Quranic text, most of them rely on 
translations to gain some understanding of the meaning of the verses. 
Muslims recognised the need to translate the Quran for those who 
did not speak Arabic. Over the centuries many translations, of varying 
quality and completeness, appeared. In more recent times, non- 
Muslims also joined the ranks of translators, albeit for different reasons, 
as we Shall presently discuss. This activity gained momentum in the 
last two centuries, resulting in the publishing of many translations, 
some more accurate than others. The reference book entitled, World 
Bibliography of Translations of the Meaning of the Holy Quran: 
Printed translations, 1515-1980, published in Istanbul in 1986, details 
2672 works which are the originals, copies and different editions of 551 
complete and 883 incomplete translations of the Quran in 65 different 
languages. This comprehensive work also chronicles the history of 
Quran translations from the advent of Islam to modern times. 


14.1 - THE CHALLENGES OF TRANSLATION 


Even when not dealing with a text as unique as the Quran, translators 
are faced with several problems when attempting to render and 


translate material from one language into another. Every language has 


inbuilt linguistic mechanisms to express meaning. While there may be 
an overlap between some languages, the exact meaning often depends 
on factors such as the history, locale and culture of those who speak the 
language. These factors can be quite diverse, and often lead to unique 
terminologies. In fact, it has been suggested that only fifty per cent of 
words have translation equivalents in all or almost all languages of the 
world; the rest do not have exact equivalents in other languages.! 

In addition, as people interact with other nations and races, their 
own language begins to be tinged with foreign concepts, and the 
original meanings and nuances of certain words change. As a result of 
these and other causes, the translator is immediately faced with the 
difficulty of transferring the originally intended meaning from the 
source to the target language. Therefore, a good definition of 
translation, which recognises its limitations, is possibly, “reproducing 
in the receptor (target) language the closest natural equivalent of the 
message of the source language” ? 

The parts of texts which are almost untranslatable are idioms, 
poetry and puns. Some idioms becomes meaningless when translated 
literally, for example, “kick the bucket”, or “catch-22”, and the like. 
Poetry loses its beauty because of its close reliance on rhyme and metre. 
And when rhymes are combined with puns, the situation becomes 
complicated indeed. An example is the Cockney rhyming slang, which 
is employed in parts of East London, where for example, “plates of 
meat” denotes feet, and “whistle (and flute)” refers to a suit. Some 
languages have single words that symbolize entire concepts, for 
example, when the BBC recently surveyed 1000 linguists for the most 
untranslatable word, the winning entry was the Congolese word, 
“ilunga”, meaning, “a person who is ready to forgive any abuse for the 
first time, to tolerate it a second time, but never a third time” 3 

Faced with these types of challenges, translators have devised and 
resorted to a number of translation procedures to compensate for 
“lexical gaps”, that is, when no equivalent word or concept exists in the 
target language. These procedures include the adaptation of concepts, 
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borrowing or using loan words (leaving a word in the original 
language), adding translator's notes and paraphrasing. There is no 
other way. As Abdul-Raof remarks: 


A translator who aspires to achieve total lexical and/or textual equivalence is 
chasing a mirage; total equivalence at any level of language is impossible, (only) 
relative equivalence at any level is possible. 


14.2 - CHALLENGES PARTICULAR TO THE 
TRANSLATION OF THE QUR'AN 


Muslim scholars are unanimous in their observation that no translation, 
however good it may be, can ever take the place of the Quran in its 
original Arabic form. Unlike the Bible, translations of the Quran are not 
referred to, or thought of, as the Qur'an by Muslims. In fact, in the early 
centuries of Islam, there was stiff resistance to attempts to translate the 
Quran at all, notably from Al-Shāfiī, who ruled that such a venture 
would violate its inimitability (ijāz).” 

The Quran has been revealed by God, the Infinitely Wise, and as 
Muslims will attest, its sacred words have a timelessness, freshness and 
beauty that springs from a font of wisdom that is deep and 
inexhaustible. For this reason, any translation can hope to convey only 
some aspects of its profound meanings. 

An aspiring translator must first become intimately familiar with 
the Quran, the background and setting of its revelation, and the early 
history of Islam. Moreover, the Arabic language itself is relatively 
complex, with many roots having a variety of derived meanings. This 
means that the translator must have a firm grounding in it. The 
weakness of many non-Arab translators, in their understanding of 
certain phrases, will be exposed in some examples given later. On the 
other hand, one often finds that the Arab translator does not have a 
complete grasp of the target language, and thus cannot adequately 
express the meaning of the original, although he may himself 
understand it well. Thus, a high degree of proficiency in both the 
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source and the target language is a requisite for a successful translator. 
The task that faces him is made additionally challenging because the 
Quran employs a vast array of literary patterns and stylistic features, 
which he must recognize, and whose intended effect he must attempt 
to capture. 

We will now briefly look at some of these features and the 


challenges they cause to translators of the Quran. 


1. LITERARY FORMS 


Form plays a significant role in the meaning of a verse. For example, 
the two forms, rahmān and rahim, although deriving from the same 
root (r-h-m/mercy), carry different meanings. In the basmala, the two 
words are usually translated as “most beneficent, most merciful”. 
Sometimes other synonyms such as, “kind”, “gracious” and 
“compassionate”, etc., are used. The fact is that both words denote 
mercy, but rahmdn is a hyperbole signifying God's mercy to all His 
creatures, while rahim is a mercy specifically bestowed (or available) to 
believers. 

Another example where the form has an additional role of 
hyperbole is found in the verse: 


whan Fo gr 42 Ce 
(9478! A Ama JA » 
Pickthall: Gardens of Eden, whereof the gates are opened for them (Sad, 38:50) 


In this verse, a special form of the past participle has been used - 
mufattaha, instead of maftüh. While both mean, "be opened", the term 
mufattaha means that the doors are opened by will, rather than any 
touch. In other words, the people of this paradise simply will the doors 
to open, and they open. If maftüh was used here, it would signify that 
the gates are opened by others for them. This subtle difference is 
missed by Pickthall in his translation, and he is not alone in this. 
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2. WORD ORDER 


Word order, or nazm, is a subtle, but important part of the message of 
the Quran. The translator must be sensitive to this, so that the intended 
meaning can be more accurately transferred to the target language. As 
an example, in Al-An'am, 6:100, the word order is designed, amongst 
other things, to preserve the supreme status of God, by mentioning His 
name first.? In translation, Shakir has not been as careful as Pickthall. 


rte irse ea ATIS ERU 
4 galas tle Spe al, > 
Shakir: And they make the jinn associates with Allah, while He created them. 
Pickthall: Yet they ascribe as partners unto Him the jinn, although He did create them. 


A new twist on the matter of word order comes to light when the 
translator comes across compressed structures. Arabic grammar allows 
whole phrases to be compacted into single words. Some of them, with 
Yusufali's translations, are: 


€ La AC ef ò anulzimukumūhā 
shall We compel you to accept it? (11:28) 


4 SE > faaskaynākumūhu 
We give it to you to drink (15:22) 


4 MEAS fasayakfikahum 


but (God) will suffice you against them (2:137) 


3. QUR'ANIC PARTICLES 


There are nuances in many analogous, or similar, particles that are 
difficult to capture in translation. One example is the usage of idha and 
in. Both these particles mean “when”, but dha is used for actions that 
occur frequently, and in for actions that happen infrequently. Let us 


look at two verses: 
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E 5 A >. >. 2,9. x " s VIS 
C paš a. a 123512 AE) 
tisjēbū 
Yusufali: O ye who believe! When ye prepare for prayer, wash your faces... and if ye are 
in a state of ceremonial impurity, bathe your whole body. (Al-Māida, 5:6) 


ARA FO ONT code TOES: Gre Sp > 


Yusufali: But when asd (times) came, they said, "This is due to us.”. (And) When 
gripped by calamity, they ascribed it to evil omens (Al-A'raf, 7:131) 


In the first verse, the usage of idha indicates the frequency of ablution 
for prayers while the particle, in, indicates that the ghus/ or ceremonial 
bath is not as commonly needed before prayers. 

Similarly, in the second verse, the usage of idhā for good times 
indicates that they are plentiful, while the use of in for calamities 
denotes that they occur relatively less often in one’s life. In both cases, 
the translator has not been able to transfer this difference of meaning to 
the reader. 

This is also the case for other particles, such as fa and thumma, both 
having a slightly different meaning, but usually just translated as 
“then”? 


4. STRESSES 


Double and triple stresses are a frequent feature in the verses of the 
Quran and are intended to add emphasis, or to defend or counter an 
argument. Two particles, inna and Ja, are usually used. The two verses 
below include stresses. 


E AC. ac A52 .4 T and» 
DA (dy i > 


Arberry: They said, “Our Lord knows we are Envoys unto you”. (Ya Sin, 36:16) 


(Obiad Aj Taj oz 6]? 
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Arberry: /t is We who have sent down the Remembrance, and We watch over it. 
(Al-Hijr, 15:9) 
In the first verse, the people of the city (Antioch) have rejected the 
apostles and called them liars. The apostles’ emphatic reply includes a 
double stress, through the usage of both inna and /a, which Arberry 
has been unable to reproduce. 

In the second verse, there are multiple stresses: inna, nahnu, inna 
and /a. The power of this phrase is quite lost in the translation. Arab 
rhetoricians believe that using a double particle stress in a statement is 
commensurate with saying it three times®, and there is no mechanism 
in English that allows a translator to capture this particular Arabic 
stylistic device. 


5. PARALLELISM 


These are phrases in the same or adjacent sentences that have equal or 
“parallel” syntactic forms. They add to the regularity and rhythm of the 
text and allow the conveying of a deep and detailed message in a few 
words. There are many examples of this style in the Quran, especially 
in the early Meccan chapters. An example is the relatively 
straightforward phrase in a parallel verse, a/-sābigūn al-sabiqün, (Al- 
Waqi'a, 56:10). Shakir translates it as, “the foremost are the foremost”, 
but the American translator Irving, comes up with words reminiscent 
of the opening up of the wild west. He translates it as, “and the 


pre 


pioneers will be out there leading!” 


These have been just some of the features of the Qur’anic style that have 
proved to be problematic for translators. A more exhaustive treatment 
can be found in the books that deal with this subject exclusively.? 


14.3 - THE EARLY QUR’AN TRANSLATIONS 


The earliest translations of the Quran were in the Persian language, 


and the first translator was the venerable companion of the Prophet E 
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Salman al-Farsi, in response to the request of some Persians for a 
translation of Al-Fátiha.!? The first complete translation was that of Al- 
Tabari's Tafsir in 359/970. The first printed Persian commentary was 
Tafsīr-e Husayni (Calcutta, 1837). Brief details about the development 


in translation in other Muslim languages follows: !! 


Turkish: According to one opinion, a Turkish version of Al-Tabari’s 
Tafsir was prepared simultaneously with the Persian version. 
According to another opinion, the Turkish version was prepared a 
hundred years later in the 11th century CE. The earliest extant Turkish 
translation is dated 733/1333. The first printed work is Tafsir al-Tibyan 
(Cairo, 1842). 


Urdu: The first complete translation is commonly considered to be 
made by Shah Rafi‘ al-Din in 1776. i 


Bengali: The first complete translation was by Garish Chandra Sen, a 
Brahmin, in 1881-1886. 


Gujarati: The first complete translation was by “Abd al-Qadir b. 
Lugman (Bombay, 1879). 


Hindi: The first full translation in modern Hindi was by Dr. Ahmad 
Shāh Masihi, a Christian priest (published in 1915). 


Sindhi: The earliest extant Sindhi translation was by Akhund ‘Azizallah 
Muta‘lawi and first published in Gujarat in 1870. 


Tamil: The first complete translation was by Habib Muhammad al- 
Qahiri (Bombay 1884). 


Pashto: The earliest known translation and commentary in Pashto was 
by Maulana Murad ‘Ali, published in Lahore in 1906. There is 
reportedly an earlier complete translation in Pashto (Bhopal 1861), 
whose translator is unknown. 
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Punjabi: The first complete translation was by Hafiz Mubarakallah 
(published in 1870). 


Malay and Indonesian: The first translation into Malay was by ‘Abd al- 
Raūf al-Fansüri, of Aceh, in the middle of the 17' century. The first in 
Indonesian is a selection by Jamayin “Abd al-Murad published in 1926. 
Malay is the forerunner of the modern Indonesian. 


Chinese: Shaykh Liu Che translated several chapters of the Quran 
before the beginning of the 20th century and was followed by Shaykh 
Mafushu, who completed 20 parts before he died. The first printed 
translation was by Ma Lian Yuan (Kunming 1889). 


Japanese: The first translation was by K. I. Sakamoto, a Buddhist. His 
work, which was based on an English translation, appeared in 1920. 


Korean: The first translation in Korean was by Young-Sun Kim. It was 
printed in Seoul in 1971. 


Swahili: The earliest translation into an African language was into 
Swahili, by Godfrey Dale in 1923. This language is spoken across East 
Africa. Ironically, it was not done to help the Muslims as much as the 
Christian missionaries in their proselytising activities. 


Yoruba: The first complete translation in the Nigerian language, 
Yoruba, was by M. S. Cole and was printed in Lagos in 1906. 


14.4 - THE DEVELOPMENT OF TRANSLATIONS 
IN WESTERN LANGUAGES 


The translation of the Quran into western languages predates the 
Crusades. In those days, the translations were no more than attempts to 
criticize and refute Islam. The first translation was in Latin, 
commissioned by Peter the Venerable (d. 1157 CE) and completed in 
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1143 by Robert Retenensis of Chester, Hermann of Dalmatia and two 
colleagues.!2 This translation, a signed manuscript of which exists in 
the Bibliotheque de l'Arsenel in Paris, was made expressly to refute 
Islam, and contained many defects, principally that it paraphrased, 
rather than translated, the Quranic text in many passages. However, 
for five centuries, it remained the only translation of the Quran 
available in Europe. Sale has given his opinion about this work in the 
preface of his own translation as follows: 


Of the several translations of the Quran now extant, there is but one which 
tolerably represents «the sense of the original and that being in Latin, 
(however)...it deserves not the name of a translation; the unaccountable liberties 
therein taken, and the numberless faults, both of omission and commission, 
leaving scarce any resemblance of the original. It was made near six hundred 
years ago, being finished in 1143, by Robertus Retenensis, an Englishman, with 
the assistance of Hermannus Dalmatia, at the request of Peter, Abbot of Clugny, 
who paid them well for their pains.!? 


Despite its severe shortcomings, this Latin translation spawned several 
subsequent translations. 1n 1547, Andrea Arrivabene used it (although 
he falsely claimed that he was translating from the original Arabic) for 
his Italian translation entitled, L'Alcorano do Macometto. This was in 
turn used by Solomon Schweigger for his German translation, 
Alcoranus Mohameticus, which appeared in 1616. One can only 
imagine how the errors must have compounded when this last work 
was used as a basis for the first Dutch translation, entitled, De 
Arabische Alkoran, which was printed anonymously in 1641. 

In 1647, André du Ryer, a diplomat, issued Z”A/coran de Mahomet, 
the first French translation of the Quran. He had lived in Egypt as 
France's ambassador for a considerable time, but did not have a 
flattering Opinion about the religion of his hosts, as his foreword 
indicates: 


This book is a long conference of God, Angels and Mahomet, which that false 
Prophet very grossly invented; sometimes he introduceth God who speaketh to 
him, and teacheth him his Law, then an angel, anon the prophets, and frequently 
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maketh God to speak in the plurall, in a stile that is not ordinary... He intituled 
this book A/coran, as one would say, the Collection of Precepts...Thou will 
wonder that such absurdities have infected the best part of the world and wilt 
avouch, that the knowledge of what is contained in this Book, will render the 
Law contemptible.” 14 


His tendentious comments reveal that his motives for translating the 
Quran were no different from his predecessors ~- namely to ridicule 
and discredit Islam. In any case, this was the first work which did not 
rely on the infamous Latin translation, which by now had been 
expanded with a preface by Martin Luther and the inclusion of some 
Christian propaganda works. This translation was widely circulated by 
Thomas Bibliander from Switzerland between 1543 and 1550. 

André du Ryer was supposed to have a considerable knowledge of 
Turkish, Persian and Arabic, having also partially translated the 
Persian poet Sa'di's Golistan, but Sale had the following to say about his 
translation: 


Some years within the last century, Andrew du Ryer, who had been consul of the 
French nation in Egypt, and was tolerably skilled in the Turkish and Arabic 
languages, took the pains to translate the Quran into his own tongue; but his 
performance, though it be beyond comparison preferable to that of Retenensis, is 
far from being a just translation, there being mistakes in every page, besides 
frequent transpositions, omissions, and additions — faults unpardonable in a 
work of this nature.!” 
Du Ryer's work was used by the Scottish chaplain Alexander Ross, to 
produce the first English translation of the Quran. It was issued in 
1649, with the extraordinary title: “The Alcoran of Mahomet, 
Translated out of Arabick into French. By the Sieur du Ryer, Lord of 
Malezair, and Resident for the French King, at Alexandria. And newly 
Englished, for the satisfaction of all that desire to look into the Turkish 
Vanities. To which is prefixed, the Life of Mahomet, the Prophet of the 
Turks, and Author of the Alcoran. With a Needful Caveat, or 
Admonition, for them who desire to know what Use may be made of, 
or if there be danger in Reading the Alcoran.”. The “needful caveat”, 
referred to in the title, included the following comment: 
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There being so many Sects and Heresies banded together against the Truth, 
finding that of Mahomet wanting to the Muster, I thought good to bring it to 
their Colours, that so viewing thine enemies in their full body, thou maist the 
better prepare to encounter, and I hope overcome them.....Thou shalt find it of so 
rude, and incongruous a composure, so farced with contradictions, blasphemies, 
obscene speeches, and ridiculous fables, that some modest, and more rational 
Mahometans have thus excused it...16 


This translation could only be as good as the French from which it was 
taken, and in fact, was worse. Sale had this to say about it: 


The English version is no other than a translation of Du Ryer's, and that a very 
bad one; for Alexander Ross, who did it, being utterly unacquainted with the 
Arabic, and no great master of the French, has added a number of fresh mistakes 
of his own to those of Du Ryer, not to mention the meanness of his language, 
which would make a better book ridiculous.*” 


This was how things stood in the West, five centuries after the first 
translation had appeared. The Latin translation of Retensis and the 
French one of du Ryer had in turn generated subsequent translations 
into German, Dutch, Italian, English and Russian, each new work 
compounding the errors and faults of the preceding one. 

The next noteworthy development was a new Latin translation 
made by Father Ludovico Marracci in Italy in 1698. The Latin work 
contained notes and comments, in addition to the translation. The 
professed aim of the work was to discredit Islam, and its prejudice was 
evident throughout the text, and from a companion booklet entitled 
Prodromus which attempted to refute the Quran and Islam. It was 
based on this work that in 1734, the English lawyer George Sale 
produced the first creditable English translation of the Quran. Sale's 
translation was much better than any available at his time, but the old 
animosity of all those who had hitherto worked in this field still 
smouldered. He writes in his preface: 


I imagine it almost needless either to make an apology for publishing the 
following translation, or to go about to prove it a work of use as well as curiosity. 
They must have a mean opinion of the Christian religion, or be but ill grounded 
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therein, who can apprehend any danger from so manifest a forgery.... But 
whatever use an impartial version of the Koran may be of in other respects, it is 
absolutely necessary to undeceive those who, from the ignorant or unfair 
translations which have appeared, have entertained too favourable an opinion of 
the original, and also to enable us effectually to expose the imposture.... The 
Protestants alone are able to attack the Koran with success; and for them, I trust, 
Providence has reserved the glory of its overthrow. 


Sale's superior grasp of Arabic is immediately apparent when we 
compare his rendering of the following passage (12:23-29), with his 


predecessor Alexander Ross, and a more modern translator, Arberry: 


ROSS'S TRANSLATION: 


His Masters Wife became amorous of his Beauty, she one day shut him into her 
Chamber, and solicited him with love; God defend me (said he) to betray my 
Master, and be unchaste (he was in the number of the righteous) and fled to the 
Door; his Mistress ran after him, and to stay him, tore his Shirt through the back: 
She met her Husband behind the Door, to whom she said, what other thing doth 
he merit, who would dishonour thine house, than to be imprisoned, and severely 
chastised? Lord, said Joseph, she sollicited me, that Infant which is in the Cradle, 
and of thy Parentage shall be witness: Then the Infant in the Cradle said, if 
Joseph's Shirt be torn before, she hath spoken truth, and Joseph is a lyar; if the 
Shirt be rent behind, Joseph hath delivered the truth, and she a lyar: then her 
Husband beheld Joseph's Shirt torn behind, and knew that it was extream malice, 
and said to Joseph, take heed to thy self, and beware this act be not divulged, do 
thou, speaking to his Wife, implore pardon for thy fault, thou art truly guilty. 


SALE'S TRANSLATION: 


And she, in whose house he was, desired him to lie with her; and she shut the 
doors and said, Come hither. He answered, God forbid! verily my lord hath 
made my dwelling with him easy; and the ungrateful shall not prosper. But she 
resolved within herself to enjoy him, and he would have resolved to enjoy her, 
had he not seen the evident demonstration of his Lord. So we turned away evil 
and filthiness from him, because he was one of our sincere servants. And they 
ran to get one before the other to the door; and she rent his inner garment behind. 
And they met her lord at the door. She said, What shall be the reward of him 
who seeketh to commit evil in thy family, but imprisonment, and a painful 
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punishment? And Joseph said, She asked me to lie with her. And a witness of her 
family bore witness; saying, If his garment be rent before, she speaketh truth, and 
he is a liar; but if his garment be rent behind, she lieth, and he is a speaker of 
truth. And when her husband saw that his garment was torn behind, he said, 
This is a cunning contrivance of your sex; for surely your cunning is great. O 
Joseph, take no farther notice of this affair: and thou, O woman, ask pardon for 


thy crime, for thou art a guilty person. 


ARBERRY’S TRANSLATION: 


Now the woman in whose house he was solicited him, and closed the doors on 
them. “Come,” she said, “take me!” “God be my refuge,” he said. “Surely my 
lord has given me a goodly lodging. Surely the evildoers do not prosper.” 


For she desired him; and he would have taken her, but that he saw the proof of 
his Lord. So was it, that We might turn away from him evil and abomination; he 
was one of Our devoted servants. 


They raced to the door; and she tore his shirt from behind. They encountered her 
master by the door. She said, “What is the recompense of him who purposes evil 
against thy folk, but that he should be imprisoned, or a painful chastisement?” 
Said he, “It was she that solicited me”; and a witness of her folk bore witness, “If 
his shirt has been torn from before then she has spoken truly, and he is one of the 
liars; but if it be that his shirt has been torn from behind, then she has lied, and he 
is one of the truthful.” 


When he saw his shirt was torn from behind he said, “This is of your women's 


guile; surely your guile is great. 


Joseph, turn away from this; and thou, woman, ask forgiveness of thy crime; 
surely thou art one of the sinners.” 


Sale's translation of the Quran proved to be very popular and was not 
superseded for some 150 years. It underwent many reprints, the last 
time in 1970. 

The next advance in English translation! was made in the mid- 
nineteenth century, in the shadow of the new generation of orientalists, 
such as Aloys Spenger, William Muir and Theodore Nóldeke. The 
Reverend J M Rodwell, whose writings were certainly influenced by 
Muir and Nóldeke, was the new translator to appear on the scene. His 
translation was published in 1861 under the title, “The Koran: 
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translated from the Arabic, the surahs arranged in chronological order, 
with notes and index." In his rambling preface, Rodwell reproduces 
much of Muir's earlier rhetoric, and he alternates between slandering 
the Prophet and admitting a grudging admiration of the Quranic style. 
Some excerpts will make clear his vacillating attitude. About the 


Prophet £z he says: 


The evidence rather shows, that in all he did and wrote, Muhammad ... worked 
himself up into a belief that he had received a divine call — and that he was 
carried on by the force of circumstances, and by gradually increasing successes, 
to believe himself the accredited messenger of Heaven. The earnestness of those 
convictions—which at Mecca sustained him under persecution, and which 
perhaps led him, at any price as it were, and by any means, not even excluding 
deceit and falsehood, to endeavour to rescue his countrymen from idolatry— 
naturally stiffened at Medina into tyranny and unscrupulous violence. At the 
same time, he was probably, more or less, throughout his whole career, the 
victim of a certain amount of self-deception. A cataleptic subject from his early 
youth, born—according to the traditions—of a highly nervous and excitable 
mother, he would be peculiarly liable to morbid and fantastic hallucinations, and 
alternations of excitement and depression, which would win for him, in the eyes 
of his ignorant countrymen, the credit of being inspired.!? 


To the Quran, he pays the following dubious complement: 


It must be acknowledged, too, that the Koran deserves the highest praise for its 
conceptions of the Divine nature, in reference to the attributes of Power, 
Knowledge, and universal Providence and Unity—that its belief and trust in the 
One God of Heaven and Earth is deep and fervent—and that, though it contains 
fantastic visions and legends, teaches a childish ceremonial, and justifies blood- 
shedding, persecution, slavery, and polygamy, yet that at the same time it 
embodies much of a noble and deep moral earnestness, and sententious oracular 
wisdom, and has proved that there are elements in it on which mighty nations, 
and conquering—though not, perhaps, durable—empires can be built up. 


An important feature of this translation was Rodwell's rearrangement 
of the chapters in a chronological order, and this, combined with 
several glaring errors in translation”!, contributed to its limited 
popularity, both amongst Muslims and non-Muslims. 

The next translation of note appeared when the Cambridge scholar 
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Edward Henry Palmer was invited to contribute a new translation of 
the Quran for the Sacred Books of the East series of the Oxford 
University Press. Palmer prepared a translation in two volumes within 
a record 2 years, and his work was published in 1880. He abandoned 
the chronological rearrangement attempted by Rodwell. In his preface, 


Palmer makes the usual disparaging remarks about the Prophet 23: 


The thought that he might be, after all, mad or possessed (majnūn) was terrible 
to Mohammed. He struggled for a long time against the idea, and endeavoured 
to support himself by belief in the reality of the divine mission which he had 
received upon Mount Hira; but no more revelations came, nothing occurred to 
give him further confidence and hope, and Mohammed began to feel that such a 
life could be endured no longer. The fafrah or “intermission”, as this period 
without revelation was called, lasted for two and a half or three years. 


Dark thoughts of suicide presented themselves to his mind, and on more than 
one occasion he climbed the steep sides of Mount Hira, or Mount Thabir, with the 
desperate intention of putting an end to his unquiet life by hurling himself from 
one of the precipitous cliffs. But a mysterious power appeared to hold him back, 
and at length the long looked-for vision came, which was to confirm him in his 
prophetic mission. 


At last the angel again appeared in all his glory, and Mohammed in terror ran to 
his wife Hadigah and cried, “wrap me up!” and lay down entirely enwrapped in 
his cloak as was his custom when attacked by the hysterical fits (which were 
always accompanied, as we learn from the traditions, with violent hectic fever), 
partly for medical reasons and partly to screen himself from the gaze of evil 
spirits...22 


The translation itself is marred by Palmer's decision to literally 
translate idiomatic phrases in the original, resulting in many rather 


graceless expressions. An example is verse 2:273 below: 


E 
m — 2 3 


NE A de ¿ll gadi? 
Yusufali: (Charity is) for those in need, who, in Allah's cause are restricted (from 
travel), and cannot move about in the land, seeking (for trade or work): 

Pickthall: (Alms are) for the poor who are straitened for the cause of Allah, who 
cannot travel in the land (for trade). 
Arberry: /t being for the poor who are restrained in the way of God, and are unable 
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to journey in the land; 


Palmer: Unto the poor who are straitened in God's way, and cannot knock about in 
the earth. 


In defence of his usage of the awkward phrase, “cannot knock about in 
the earth” Palmer says: 


I must again remind the reader of the remarks made in the Introduction that the 
language of the Qurán is really rude and rugged, and that although the 
expressions employed in it are now considered as refined and elegant, it is only 
because all literary Arabic has been modelled on the style of the Quran. The 
word which I have ventured to translate by this somewhat inelegant phrase 
(darban) means literally, “to beat or knock about”, and as colloquial English 
affords an exact equivalent I have not hesitated to use it. 2 


The speed with which Palmer completed the translation (2 years) is also 
evident in some careless mistakes, for example for the verse 9:61: 


) Q4 92 mot s 


urā AL ir T 55 Us DSI ga gl 98g GUT gdh ill 


tz «i Jide d: 4i 9,55 0958: all pie ili As Al 


Shakir: And there are some of them who molest the Prophet and say: He is one who 
believes every thing that he hears; say: A hearer of good for you (who) believes in Allah 
and believes the faithful and a mercy for those of you who believe; and (as for) those 
who molest the Messenger of Allah, they shall have a painful punishment. 


Palmer: And of them are some who are by the ears with the Prophet, and say, “He is all 
ear." Say, "An ear of good for you!” he believes in God, and believes in those who do 
believe, and is a mercy unto such of you as believe; but those who are by the ears with 
the Apostle of God, for them is a grievous woe. 


It is surprising that Palmer actually justifies this absurd translation in 
his glosses, by saying that "by the ears with the Prophet" means "to 
quarrel with him", and that the Quran makes a pun on the word "ear", 
which he has preserved in the translation. The plain fact is that the two 
occurrences of ^ ya'dhüna " (hurt or cause bodily pain) have nothing to 
do with ears at all, and derive from a totally different (but similar 
sounding) root word. 

The next orientalist scholar to translate the Quran was Richard Bell, 
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the Reader of Arabic at Edinburgh University. His work was published 
in 2 volumes in 1937-1939, and entitled, The Quran: Translated with a 
critical rearrangement of the Sūrahs. As the title suggests, Bell followed 
Rodwell’s precedent, and in fact also attempted to “reconstruct” 
individual chapters by changing the order of the verses, and even 
portions of verses. His translation is presented in a kind of tabular form 
with repositioned text, making it virtually useless to the lay reader. 

The Cambridge scholar, A J Arberry was the next major English 
translator of the Quran. His work was published in 2 volumes in 1955. 
Unlike his predecessors, Arberry was lavish in his praise for the Quran. 
He writes in the preface of his translation, which he entitled, The Koran 
Interpreted : 


In choosing to call the present work The Koran Interpreted, 1 have conceded the 
relevancy of the orthodox Muslim view, of which Pickthall, for one, was so 
conscious, that the Koran is untranslatable. Briefly, the rhetoric and rhythm of the 
Arabic of the Koran are so characteristic, so powerful, so highly emotive, that any 
version whatsoever is bound in the nature of things to be but a poor copy of the 
glittering splendour of the original... My chief reason for offering this new 
version of a book which has been “translated” many times already is that in no 
previous rendering has a serious attempt been made to imitate, however 
imperfectly, those rhetorical and rhythmical patterns which are the glory and the 
sublimity of the Koran.”4 


In his translation, there is evidence that Arberry genuinely admired the 
Quranic style, and was determined to capture some of its original 
beauty. His words in this regard are worth reproducing: 


There is a repertory of familiar themes running through the whole Koran; each 
Sura elaborates or adumbrates one or more — often many — of these. Using the 
language of music, each Sura is a rhapsody composed of whole or fragmentary 
leitmotivs, the analogy is reinforced by the subtly varied rhythmical flow of the 
discourse. If this diagnosis of the literary structure of the Koran may be accepted 
as true — and it accords with what we know of the poetical instinct, indeed the 
whole aesthetic impulse, of the Arabs — it follows that those notorious 
incongruities and irrelevancies, even those ‘wearisome repetitions’, which have 
proved such stumbling-blocks in the way of our Western appreciation will 
vanish in the light of a clearer understanding of the nature of the Muslim 
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scriptures. A new vista opens up; following this hitherto unsuspected and 
unexplored path, the eager interpreter hurries forward upon an exciting journey 
of discovery, and is impatient to report his findings to a largely indifferent and 
incredulous public. 


During the long months, the dark and light months, of labouring at this 
interpretation, eclectic where the ancient commentators differ in their 
understanding of a word or a phrase, unannotated because notes in plenty are to 
be found in other versions, and the radiant beauty of the original is not clouded 
by such vexing interpolations — all through this welcome task I have been 
reliving those Ramadan nights of long ago, when I would sit on the veranda of 
my Gezira house and listen entranced to the old, white-bearded Sheykh who 
chanted the Koran for the pious delectation of my neighbour. He had the 
misfortune, my neighbour, to be a prominent politician, and so in the fullness of 
his destiny, but not the fullness of his years, he fell to an assassin's bullet; I like to 
think that the merit of those holy recitations may have eased the way for him into 
a world free of the tumult and turbulence that attended his earthly career. It was 
then that I, the infidel, learnt to understand and react to the thrilling rhythms of 
the Koran, only to be apprehended when listened to at such a time and in sucha 
place.” 


In his desire to maintain in his translation the “rhythmic flow of the 
discourse” of the original, Arberry grouped the verses into passages, 
which he termed “sequence groupings”. He then made the bold 
assertion that these sequences “seem to form original units of 
revelation”. 

There is no doubt that Arberry's work is a vast improvement over 
all previous translations and is probably one of the best orientalist 
translations currently available. Nonetheless, it is not without its faults. 
Mohar Ali has devoted several pages of his book, The Quran and the 
Orientalists, in critically examining the translation, and has highlighted 
numerous mistakes. Principally, Arberry has employed Christian 
theological terms for many Quranic concepts and idioms, for example: 
yawm al-din (1:4), has been translated as “day of Doom”, instead of 
“day of Judgement”; furgán (2:53), is translated as “salvation”, instead 
of “criterion”; ayyadaka (8:62), as “confirmed you”, instead of 
“strengthened you”, etc. The idiom “suqita fi aydīhim” (7:149), which 


means to be confused or at a loss, has been mistranslated as, “and they 
smote their hands". Similarly, “faraja ū ilā anfusihim” (21:64), has also 
been literally translated as, “so they returned one to another”, instead 
of the actual meaning which is that, “they reflected”. Some other odd 
words are used such as ajr (recompense) translated as “wage”; al- 
baath (resurrection) as “uprising”, and ajami (non-Arab) as 
“barbarian” .26 

The last noteworthy attempt by a non-Muslim that we will mention 
is: The Koran, by N J Dawood, an Iraqi Jew, whose work was published 
in 1956. Dawood attempted to demonstrate that the Prophet $2 had 
been influenced by Jewish and Christian teachings. In the first edition 
of the translation, the chapters were rearranged into a chronological 
order, but this was changed to the traditional order in subsequent 
revisions of the text. Some notable odditiés in an otherwise lucid 
rendering, are the translation of “bani Adam” (Al-Arāf, 7:31) as, 
“children of Allah”, instead of children of Adam; also ”a/-fitnatu 
ashaddu min al-qatl" (Al-Baqara, 2:191) is mistranslated as “idolatry is 
worse than carnage”, instead of the correct, “oppression is worse than 
slaughter”. 


14.5 - ENGLISH TRANSLATIONS BY MUSLIM 
SCHOLARS 


In an attempt to combat the blatant missionary efforts of the early 
translators, who wanted to impose a European version of the Quran on 
the Muslims over whom they ruled, Muslim scholars began to venture 
into the field of translation themselves. As a result of their efforts, 
works of varying standards began to appear at the turn of the 20th 
century. The European language of translation was English, largely due 
to the influence of the British Empire which, after the Ottomans, had 
the largest number of Muslim subjects. Some of the early translations 
that emerged are briefly mentioned below. 
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l. The Holy Quran by Mohammad Abdul Hakim Khan (Patiala, 

1905). This was a translation “with short notes based on the Holy 
Quran or the authentic traditions of the Prophet...all fictitious 
romance, questionable history and disputed theories have been 
carefully avoided.”. This literal translation, by a renowned 
physician, was more a rebuttal of the anti-Islamic currents in the 


translations of the day, rather than sound Quranic scholarship. 


2. The Koran: Prepared by various Oriental Learned scholars and 
edited by Mirza Hairat Dehlawi (Delhi, 1912). The translation 
aimed to be “a complete and exhaustive reply to the manifold 
criticisms of the Koran by various Christian authors such as Drs. 
Sale, Rodwell, Palmer and Sir W. Muir”. The poor language and 
eccentric numbering of the verses rendered it unable to achieve the 
stated objective. 


3. Quran, Arabic Text and English Translation Arranged 
Chronologically with an Abstract by Mirza Abū al-Fadl (Allahabad, 
1912). This translation was a refutation of the prevailing missionary 
material. It contains several comparisons between Biblical 
narratives and their Quranic counterparts, showing the superiority 
of the latter. 


Although well intended, none of these early translations was by a 
reputed scholar, and so both the quality of the translation and the level 
of scholarship were not particularly high. As a result, today these 
works only remain of historical interest. 


More substantial translations followed, some of which are mentioned 


below: 


1. The Holy Quran by Muhammad Ali (Lahore, 1917). This 
translation was amongst the earliest scholarly attempts by Muslims 
to translate the Quran. It is popular amongst the Lahori 
Ahmadiyya community, which was headed by the translator. Some 
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of the translator's beliefs are non-mainstream; he does not believe 
in the miraculous birth of Īsā 42%; he believes that “jinn” 
occasionally refers to Christians and Jews. His translation of the 
episode where Mūsā's staff splits the sea into 12 pathways (2:60) 
denies the miraculous nature of the event. 


2. The Meaning of the Glorious Quran by Muhammad Marmaduke 
Pickthall, (London, 1930). This is an important and popular early 
translation by a novelist, lecturer and Anglican convert to Islam. 
The uses of archaic and now obsolete terms makes it harder to 


understand for an uninitiated reader. 


3. The Holy Quran: Translation and Commentary by Abdullah Yusuf 
Ali (Lahore, 1934). This is perhaps the most popular translation 
ever, and has undergone many revisions and editions, most of 
them posthumously. Unfortunately, the original work has 
undergone a “selective revision”, which is regrettable.?7 


4. Explanatory English Translation of the Holy Quran: Taqui al-Din 
al-Hilali and Muhammad Muhsin Khan, (Chicago, 1977). This work 
is widely distributed from Saudi Arabia. It is a lucid translation, 
but suffers from unhelpful anti-Jewish and anti-Christian polemic 
that is inserted in the text of the translation in parenthesis, and in 
copious footnotes. It is based on the exegeses of Ibn al-Kathir and 
Al-Tabarī. 


5. Holy Quran with English Translation and Commentary by S V Mir 
Ahmad Ali (Karachi, 1964). This is a translation and commentary 
that includes input by the Shi'a scholar, Mirza Mahdi Pooya Yazdi. 
It is aimed at a Shia audience and contains several discussions 


about their doctrine, as well as polemics directed at Sunni beliefs. 


6. The Quran, A New Translation by M.A.S. Abdel Haleem (Oxford, 
2004). This is an excellent and easy to read translation, written in 
modern English. The translator has decided not to include the 
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10. 


11. 


original Arabic text, which is a drawback, in our opinion. 


The Quran: The First American Version by T.B. Irving (Vermont, 
1985). This work, by the convert Talim Ali, is a good example of 
the use of modern English in Quranic translation. This said, just 
like the title of the translation itself, some of the idioms and 
Americanisms are somewhat undignified for use with a sacred text 


like the Quran. 


Holy Quran by M.H. Shakir (New York, 1982). This is a popular 
translation and available on many sites on the internet. It is based 
almost entirely on Muhammad Ali's translation of 1917. Although 
branded as a “blatant plagiarism” of the latter, Shakir's work 
probably set out to correct the distortions that Muhammad Ali had 
allowed to creep into his otherwise praiseworthy translation, 
especially where he had tried to play down Divine miracles. Shakir 
was the nom de plume of Mohamedali Habib, from the bankers’ 
family of Pakistan. 


The Message of the Quran by Muhammad Asad (Gibraltar, 1980). 
This work is by a Jewish convert, but contains some unorthodox 
views about miracles and seeks to explain them away by allegorical 


interpretations. 


The Quran with a Phrase-by Phrase English Translation by Ali Quli 
Qarai (London, 2004).28 The translation is novel in its approach in 
that rather than translating verse by verse, the translator presents a 
phrase by phrase translation, allowing a reader with some Arabic 
knowledge to dispense with the translation in time. 


Quran: The Final testament (Authorised English Version) by 
Rashad Khalifa (Arizona, 1978). The fatal flaw in the work is the 
exclusion of the last two verses of the ninth chapter, A/-7awba. In 
his attempts to defend his “miracle of 19”, Khalifa claimed that the 
two verses 9:128 and 9:129 were apocryphal. Although it is 
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enthusiastically promoted by his supporters, this translation has 


never gained much popularity. 


12. The Bounteous Koran: A Translation of Meaning and Commentary 
by M M Khatib (London 1986). This is a good translation that is 
very readable and fluent. The notes about certain expressions and 


events are useful. 


13. Al-Quran: A Contemporary Translation by Ahmed Ali (Karachi, 
1984). The translator uses a kind of explanatory translation to make 
the text flow and easy to read. In the process, there are several 
liberties taken with the text, especially liberal interpolations, 
adding words that are just not there in the original text. 


In conclusion, while the continuous work in the field of translating the 
Quran is commendable and should be encouraged, it still remains a 
text that challenges the abilities of the best of translators. 


NOTES 


1 See Hussein Abdul-Raof, Quran Translation, p. 9. 

? Eugene A Nida, Language Structure and Translation, Introduction. 

3 BBC News, "Congo Word Most Untranslatable", Tuesday 22 June, 2004, 
http:/ /news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi /africa/3830521.stm. 

^ Quran Translation, p. 7. 

5 AL Tibawi, Precepts and History of the Holy Quran, p. 640. 

6 Al-Kashshaf see Abdul Raof, p. 45. 

7 For further examples, see Quran Translation, pp. 50-56. 

$ Al-Jurjani, op. cit. Quran Translation, p. 55. 

9 For example, Majeed Salehy, The Quran: Literary Patterns - (Un)translatabilities, 
Tehran, 1996. 

10 Majeed Salehy, A Linguistic Approach Towards the Quran, p.63. 

1 This section is based on information contained in the World Bibliography, PP. xxviii - 
xxxvi. 

12 Muhammad Mohar Ali, The Quran and the Orientalists, p. 324. 

13 George Sale, The Koran, preface, p. 6. 

14 See Ali, p. 325. 

15 See Sale, p. 7. 

16 A J Arberry, The Koran Interpreted, Preface to Volume 1. 

17 See Sale, p. 8. 
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18 For details of developments in other European languages, see Ali, pp. 351-355. 
19 JM Rodwell, The Koran, preface. 

20 Ibid. 

21 See Ali, pp. 339 - 343. 

2 E H Palmer, The Quran, Introduction, p. xxii. 

23 Palmer, The Ouran, Footnotes to A/-Bagara. 

24 A J Arberry, The Koran Interpreted, Preface. 

25 Ibid. 

26 See Ali, pp. 343-350. 

27 For further details, see: http: / /al-islam.org /tahrif / yusufali /index.htm. 

28 Printed and distributed by Islamic College for Advanced Studies (IC AS) Press 
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1 Source: Tarjuman-e Wahy (journal), no. 2, p. 22-25. 
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